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ABSTRACT 
A STUDY OF COLERIDGE'S CRITICISM Op'^ '^ flied^  
PLAYS AND DRAMATIC CHARACTERS 
Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare has not so far 
been studied by scholars and critics with thoroughness and 
from a comprehensive view point. The chief reason behind 
this seems to be the prejudice that Coleridge has 
psychologised Shakespearian characters and has torn them 
out of their dramatic contexts treating them virtually as 
historical beings. The innumerable passing references to 
Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism in surveys and historical 
accounts give the impression that Coleridge was the 
progenitor of the now discredited psychological approach to 
Shakespearian characters. 
The present work is founded on the conviction that 
Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare's plays and characters 
has been grossly misunderstood . Inspite of his interest in 
psychological analysis, Coleridge's approach to Shakespeare 
cannot be described as essentially psychological since he 
throughout seems to be engaged in providing an alternative 
to the Aristotelian theory of mimesis or verisimilitude. As 
a critic of Shakespeare he considers Shakespeare as a poet 
of vision who presents his profound understanding of life 
through his plays. 
The present thesis attempts to show that Coleridge's 
criticism of Shakespeare in the ultimate analysis, was not 
psychological but derived from a poetic that was unitive, 
organic and philosophical. A part of his total intuitive 
and metaphysical infrastructure it was based on a radically 
new theoretical framework. Coleridge developed this 
theoretical framework after discrediting the traditional 
Aristotelian method of Shakespearian criticism. It was a part 
of his firm conviction that Shakespeare was an 
"expressionistic" poet who mediates his own vision of life 
through his plays and characters 
Coleridge gave a new direction to English 
Shakespearian criticism. Throughout the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, critics approached Shakespeare in the 
light of the then prevalent philosophical views. The line of 
philosophers from Descartes to Hobbes and Locke propounded 
an empirical, rationalistic philosophy. Descartes insisted 
on the duality of mind and matter. He considered the mind 
as indubitable. Since truth can be known only by a process 
of analytical reason, he denied all types of knowledge other 
than those rationally and analytically derived. Hobbes, 
too, was a firm believer in the mechanistic nature of the 
universe. It was this belief that made him consider 
geometry as the only science which can provide reliable 
knowledge. Locke, like Descartes and Hobbes, limited the 
source of knowledge. According to him our knowledge is based 
only on our sense experience. Mind is merely a passive 
receiver of ideas from the external world of sense 
experience. This empirical and rational philosophy during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries made poetry and 
imagination subservient to scientific laws and reason. In 
their concern with truth in its experimental aspect, they 
devalued all kinds of knowledge other than that provided by 
means of sense experience. Poetry, this tradition felt, was 
the antithesis of mechanics and mathematics and should be 
approached with maximum of distrust. 
This critical and philosophical thinking provided 
the groundwork to the contemporary literary itien and 
influenced the fashion of contemporary Shakespearian 
criticism. It was Shakespeare's remarkable mimetic art that 
caught the attention of the critics who wrote in perfect 
consistency with the prevalent philosophical framework. 
Shakespeare's characters like Macbeth, Othello, Lear and 
Hamlet became living realities. When character criticism 
began in the late seventeenth century it was dominated by 
considerations of decorum and propriety. Rymer, Dennis and 
Gildon wrote about Shakespeare's characters purely from the 
point of view of dogmatic neo-classical theory. Aristotle's 
conception of character provided them the parametres within 
which Shakespearian characters were approached by these 
early critics. With the turn of the century critics like 
Nicholas Rowe and Lewis Theobald adopted a more liberal 
approach. Rules were still supreme, credibility and 
consistency were still the criteria to judge a 
Shakespearian character but they found new ways to defend 
and justify Shakespeare. Shakespeare lived under a kind of 
mere light of nature and therefore he was not acquainted 
with the regularity of written precepts. In Dr. Johnson we 
find the culminaton of this neo-classical assessment of 
Shakespeare^Dr. Johnson's praise of Shakespeare's knowledge 
of human nature and his ability to create life-like 
characters, too, was derived from the humanistic and the 
neo-classical concept of decorum. Dr. Johnson's idea later 
on paved the way for psychological criticism which started 
in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. While critics 
like Richardson, Morgann, Mackenzie and others were 
interested in the psychology of the characters, they could 
not go beyond this psychological realism. The general 
theoretical pattern remained the same except the fact that 
the concept of decorum was replaced by that of psychological 
realism. For example, Richardson's analysis of the dominant 
passion of the characters in moral terms, shows his failure 
to provide any unitive vision through the characters and 
his going back to the neo-classical theory of poetic 
justice. 
Thus, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries neo-classical rational framework provided 
theoretical background to the critics. It was Coleridge,who 
for the first time, provided a new theoretical framework 
based on his own theories of imagination and organicism so 
as to analyse Shakespeare's characters in a new and changed 
perspective. There was a shift of emphasis in his approach 
from the rational and psychological to the poetic and 
philosophical. This shift, it must be noted, is closely 
related with the shift in underlying philosophical 
assumptions i.e.^from empiricism to Kantian idealism. 
Coleridge, under the influence of the 
transcendental philosophy of Kant and Schlegel rejected the 
empirical idea of mind being a blank sheet of paper. Kant 
considered this sheet of paper, watermarked with a 
complicated pattern i.e., a pattern of external world. 
According to him, forms of mental activity are a priori 
since they exist independently of sense experience and prior 
to it. Knowledge is not derived simply from sense 
perception, it only depended upon them for its material. 
This view of kant helped Coleridge in justifying his own 
belief in the creativity of human mind. For he too^  
considered the mind as an active, dynamic agent in 
perception and not as an inertly receptive, passive organ. 
Unlike the empirical philosophers of seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries and also against the associationist view 
of Hartley, Coleridge maintained that the object must be in 
conformity to the process of our knowledge. Mind is not a 
passive receiver of sense impressions bvit an active self 
creating system. 
Kant's view of imagination as a mediating or 
idealising faculty also influenced Coleridge's idea of 
imagination which was also a result of his strong 
dissatisfaction with the mechanistic views of the time. 
Coleridge considered imagination as an essential gift of the 
poet. All creative activity is the product of this faculty 
of imagination since it is this faculty that helps the poet 
to image the original faithfully, creatively and vividly. As 
a mediating faculty, it fuses subject with object, idea with 
the concrete, thought with feeling and perception with 
meditation. Coleridge's distinctions between fancy and 
imagination, between primary and secondary imagination 
were his significant points of departure from the 
eighteenth century thinkers.lt was in accordance with this 
idea of imagination that Coleridge studied Shakespeare and 
thus replaced the Aristotelian framework of imitative and 
representational realism. 
An outcome of Coleridge's views of imagination and 
fancy is his theory of organicism. Coleridge considered 
organic form as the product of imagination and mechanical 
form as the product of fancy. Organic unity, according to 
Coleridge implies inseparability of form from the content. 
This also implies that each work of art is unique. It is 
because of this individuality of a work of art that it must 
be judged only according to the laws that are intrinsic to 
it and are not imposed from outside. This again shows the 
interrelation and interdependence of all the parts and the 
whole in a work of art. This unity in multeity or 
individuality in variety helped Coleridge reject the 
eighteenth century approach to Shakespeare as a child of 
nature. 
Coleridge analysed Shakespeare by exactly the same 
principles which he used to analyse poetry in general. 
Throughout his notes and lectures, there recur certain 
themes and ideas which serve as background to Coleridge's 
Shakespearian criticism, Coleridge's insistence that 
Shakespeare's judgement is commensurate with his genius; his 
attempt to trace philosophical vision in some of 
Shakespeare's plays; his idea of poetic versus dramatic 
nature of Shakespeare's works which led him to arrange 
Shakespeare's plays in a "psychological" manner; his 
modification of neo-classical principles of drama as a copy 
of reality; his justification of the lack of unities in 
Shakespeare; his views on decorum and on tragi-comedy; his 
rejection of the pseudo-taste in the eighteenth century; 
and his views on Shakespeare's language, wit, puns and 
metre - all occur with unusual insistence and give us his 
idea of Shakespeare. It must be noted that in his 
discussion of these general topics, Coleridge is different 
from his predecessors. Unlike them, Coleridge does not allow 
these themes to remain isolated, and unintegrated from the 
practical criticism of the plays as they emanate from his 
own unitive approach to Shakespeare. Imagination is the key 
to this unitive approach as it helps him in isolating these 
individual themes yet integrating them in a larger pattern 
of the whole i.e., Shakespeare as a poet of vision, and this 
gives an inner organic unity to his criticism of 
Shakespeare. 
Contrary to the general complaint of the critics 
that in Coleridge little attention has been paid to the 
form or structure of a play, a systematic study of 
Coleridge's comments reveals the fact that Coleridge was 
very much concerned with the form of a play . It must be 
noted, however, that by form Coleridge does not mean the 
mechanical conception of form based upon the discussion of 
Aristotelian categories of a beginning, a middle and an end. 
Coleridge's discussion of form has its origin in his theory 
of organicism where each part contributes to the development 
of the whole. Thus each Shakespearian play contains his 
philosophic vision of life and this philosophic truth or 
thematic concern is revealed through every part of the play, 
through the dramatic unfolding of the plot and the 
relationship among different characters. Coleridge does not 
isolate the external action or the plot from the total 
dramatic structure of the play since by plot Coleridge means 
only the story or the fable. The story or fable in this sense 
is only a manifestation of the spirit that is working 
within. The outward movement or external action is 
expressive of that poetic and dramatic vision which a 
particular play contains. It is significant to note here 
that this philosophic vision of human experience which a 
Shakespearian play is believed to contain is not the same as 
the eighteenth century conception of the moral of the play 
isolated from the whole. As it has been pointed out earlier 
this philosophic or unitive vision is revealed through 
every scene of the play. Romeo and Juliet, thus, presents 
Shakespeare's philosophy of love and this theme of Platonic 
love is embedded in the subject matter of "family-feuds" 
and is revealed through "precipitancy" which is the 
character of the play. Similarly, the main theme in Hamlet 
is the superiority of action over thought and the character 
of Hamlet is only one ingredient of Shakespeare's total 
thematic concern. The discussion of this theme however, is 
not simply a matter of isolating the moral from the play as 
was the common practice in the eighteenth century. This 
theme is related to character and to the structure of the 
play. The basic theme in OthellQ, .the undermining of the 
protagonist's consciousness by a villian of superior 
intelligence,is unravelled through the parallel and contrast 
in the two characters. In some of the plays i.e., in The 
Tempest and in Richard II, Coleridge's purpose is to show 
that Shakespeare's judgement is commensurate with his 
genius. Thus, according to Coleridge, a Shakespearian play 
has some meaning and significance but it must be studied as 
an autonomous work of art and its significance lies in the 
total organic structure of the whole. While Coleridge pays 
attention to the unitive vision mediated by different plays, 
attempt is throughout made to relate characters and events 
to this poetic and philosophic core of the meaning. 
The charge often levelled against Coleridge is that 
he is a psychological critic who was primarily interested 
in character analysis and sacrificed plot for the sake of 
lifelikeness of characters. A deeper study of the 
fragmentary notes of Coleridge makes it amply clear that 
despite his subtle psychological analyses of Shakespearian 
characters and despite his interest in their motives, he 
never fails to make a distinction between art and life. 
Coleridge cannot be regarded as a character critic as 
psychology is always made subservient to the philosophic 
vision that Coleridge attempts to find in a Shakespearian 
play. Throughout his critical analyses of Shakespeare's 
plays and characters, Coleridge is engaged in presenting an 
expressionistic poetics - Shakespeare as a poet-
philosopher who mediates his vision of life through his 
plays i.e., through plot and characters. Thus all the 
characters in Shakespeare's plays are creations of 
Shakespeare's imagination and not persons in real life. 
They are the products not only of the dramatist's acute 
observations but also of his profound meditation. Hamlet's 
character, though analysed psychologically is used by 
Shakespeare for introducing a theme: 
Shakespeare wished to impress upon us the truth, 
that action is the chief end of existence - that no 
faculties of intellect, however brilliant, can be 
considered valuable, or indeed otherwise than as 
misfortunes, if they withdraw us from, or render us 
repugnant to action, and lead us to think and think 
of doing, until the time has elapsed when we can do 
anything effectually. 
I Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism, ed. T.M. Raysor, 
II vol. (London, 1930), P. 197. 
In his description of other characters too, 
Coleridge's analysis is not psychological. Coleridge goes 
beyond psychological aspects and comes to grapple with the 
philosophical and thematic issues involved. The description 
of the different states of minds of Macbeth and Banquo is, 
no doubt, psychologically convincing but his main concern 
is with the central theme of the play. Behind the 
"motive-hunting of motiveless malignity" of lago, Coleridge 
tries to unravel the moral and philosophical implications 
of Shakespeare's design in the play. Psychological analysis 
of characters is always made subservient to the larger 
pattern involved in the play. 
Coleridge does not consider Shakespearian characters 
outside the theatre as real men and women. These fictional 
characters have their existence within the design of the 
play and this design is always determined by the 
philosophical insight Shakespeare wished to mediate. Lear's 
anxiety, his distrust and jealousy, apart from other themes, 
show his inability to resign the royal power. The 
characters of the protagonists in Romeo and Juliet, Romeo's 
infatuation with Rosaline, and his transition to Juliet show 
Shakespeare's philosophical insight. It is because of this 
that Shakespeare's characters become universal while at the 
same time remaining individuals. Dogberry and Nurse are 
highly individual, there was no Dogberry or no Nurse in 
real life which Shakespeare imitated. 
An important point that emerges out of it is that 
Coleridge does not over-schematize the plays as is done by 
many of the twentieth century critics since the focus in 
Coleridge's analysis is always on the total artistic or 
dramatic design of the play. 
It is clear that Coleridge was not a character 
10 
critic or a motive-monger for his characters. He is the 
real initiator ol the twentieth century concern with the 
themes of the plays. Much of the modern criticism of 
Shakespeare, in one way or the other, derives its 
penetrative power from the philosophical insights of 
Coleridge. 
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PREFACE 
The present work aims at a study of S.T. Coleridge's 
criticism of Shakespeare's plays and dramatic characters. There 
is no doubt that any one dealing with Coleridge's Shakespearian 
criticism for the first time, particularly in the context of 
the most obvious developments at the meeting-point of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, would get the impression 
that it was mainly psychological. Assuming the primacy of 
character over plot, believing in the life-likeness of 
Shakespeare's characters and analysing enthusiastically the 
inherent subtleties of motivation and behaviour in those 
characters, Coleridge would appear to have exemplified the 
psychological approach to the study of Shakespeare. It is, 
therefore, not surprising that in the great majority of passing 
references to Coleridge his Shakespearian criticism is 
described as mainly of psychological interest. 
With a changed perspective, however, and with greater 
acquaintance with Coleridge's critical aims and methods it 
would be realized that Coleridge's engagement with Shakespeare 
was of a different nature. Catherine Belsey in her Critical 
Practice (London, 1980) speaks of the growth of an 
expressionistic poetics in the beginning of the nineteenth 
century along with what she calls the realistic ideal coming 
down from Aristotle. Rene Wellek, too, tells us of the romantic 
view of art as essentially symbolic and expressionistic as 
opposed to the mimetic neo-classicism. Taking these general 
considerations into account and keeping in mind the reflection 
of Coleridge's theoretical interests in his Shakespearian 
criticism, we will see that the psychological focus in spite of 
its sharpness gives a distorted picture of what Coleridge has 
actually achieved in his writings and lectures on Shakespeare. 
We discover that despite the subtlety of his psychological 
analyses, Coleridge was really engaged in evolving an 
expressionistic poetics - literature as mediation of an 
(ii) 
intensely personal vision of life and experience. This is what 
Coleridge probably kept in mind when he spoke of Shakespeare as 
a philosophical poet or when he insisted that Shakespeare's 
judgement was commensurate with his genius. Psychology, we have 
discovered, was subservient in Coleridge's Shakespearian 
criticism to philosophy, analysis to visionary grasp and 
intuitive understanding of life. 
The present thesis is based on the conviction that 
Coleridge was not a "character-chaser" in the sense in which 
the term is applied to Bradley by those who misunderstand him. 
Moreover, Coleridge seldom confuses art with life. He does 
indulge in the analysis of motives, perhaps a little 
excessively, but the aim always is to unravel the artistic 
design of a particular play. Even when the total design is not 
explicitly stated, Coleridge does succeed in bringing into 
light the experiential relevance of parts of a play. 
After the preliminary matters discussed in the 
Introduction,! have gone on to highlight the main features of 
Coleridge's poetic theory. Unlike Badawi (Coleridge : 
critic of Shakespeare)! have laid stress on the epistemological 
background of Coleridge's view of the imagination and 
organicism (Chapter II). Chapter III gives a brief account 
of character criticism in the eighteenth century. This chapter, 
I earnestly believe, is very relevant to the present study 
since without it the exact nature of Coleridge's concern with 
character cannot be highlighted. Chapter IV discusses some 
general Shakespearian topics in Coleridge's criticism. This is 
followed by the two main chapters of the present thesis in 
which I have discussed Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare's 
plays (Chapter V) and dramatic characters (Chapter VI). In 
these chapters, the subject is studied in the light of 
Coleridge's theoretical framework described in Chapter II. 
(iii) 
I have attempted to show that Coleridge's approach to the 
play and character is essentially unitive, organicist and 
philosophical. In the Conclusion, I have cast a brief glance 
at some of the aspects of twentieth century Shakespeare 
criticism which seem to be traceable to Coleridge, 
I owe a deep sense of gratitude to my supervisor. 
Professor Maqbool H. Khan, Chairman, Department of English. 
He not only guided me through various phases of this thesis 
but also gave me immesurable moral and intellectual support. 
My special thanks are due to the staff of Maulana Azad 
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Thanks are also due to Shafad Bhai and Sunit Bhai who took 
great pains to type this thesis. 
I shall ever be grateful to Afsar Aapa, who with 
motherly care and affection helped me in the completion of 
this work. I am immensely indebted also to my parents. A 
special word of indebtedness is reservejd for all those who 
are associated with me in the execution of this work. 
(NEERA JAIN) 
CHAPTER - I 
INTRODUCTION 
Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare has more often 
been talked about than studied with the thoroughness it 
deserves, and this notwithstanding the fact that our century 
has produced the definitive edition of Coleridge's work on 
Shakespeare apart from a number of selected editions of the 
most important pieces from his lectures and writings. There was 
a growing realisation in the 'thirties and 'forties that the 
most characteristic elements in the then popular poetic and 
formalistic approaches to Shakespeare came originally from 
Coleridge. The feeling was and has been widespread though it 
was rarely translated into a comprehensive study of the link 
between the two. However, if we look at the innumerable passing 
references to Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism in surveys and 
historical accounts, we will get the impression that in the 
popular mind Coleridge's name was associated with the then 
discredited psychological approach to Shakespeare's characters. 
The usual complaint was that Coleridge (along with Morgann and 
Hazlitt) had excessively "psychologised" Shakespeare in the 
sense that characters were torn out of their dramatic contexts 
and treated virtually as historical beings. Coleridge's name 
was inextricably linked with that of Bradley, and the rejection 
of the latter was by implication also a partial censure of the 
former. 
There is no doubt that, apart from the particular field 
of Shakespeare criticism, Coleridge exercised a profound 
influence on the formulation of the modernist poetics and 
critical theory. It is now generally realised that formalism 
and New Criticism trace their origin and their philosophical 
bearing in Kant via Schlegel and Coleridge. Though I.A, 
Richards tried to reduce Coleridge's idealistic concept of 
imagination to a kind of empirically-founded hedonism, he yet 
did a lot to draw attention to Coleridge's theories. 
Coleridge's reputation as a critic generally and as a theorist 
in particular rose very high in the 'twenties and continued to 
be so till the replacement of formalism by the current critical 
theory. 
The attention paid to Coleridge's philosophical and 
critical formulations, however, did not extend to his criticism 
of Shakespeare. Platitudes about Coleridge's "psychologism" and 
"character-chasing" continued to be bandied about by critic 
after critic. The prejudice against, and misunderstanding of, 
Bradley reflected itself in references to Coleridge also. Very 
little attempt was made to see that the Shakespearian criticism 
of Coleridge has its roots in those very assumptions that have 
led to the growth of the anti-Bradleian and extra-psychological 
approaches. It was also not realised that some of the excessive 
subtleties in the character analysis of both Coleridge and 
Bradley was due to the fact that there was no strong prejudice 
in the nineteenth century working against the analysis of 
motives in fictional characters. Hence, though Coleridge is 
holistic, organistic and philosophical in his essential 
approach to Shakespeare (believing in the imaginative unity of 
Shakespearian plays), he nevertheless does not disdain to take 
delight in the analysis of hidden motives. This, however, is 
not justification enough to ignore the crucial facts relating 
to the character of Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism. 
The present work is founded on the conviction that 
Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare's plays and characters has 
been grossly misunderstood. In spite of his fondness for, and 
success in, psychological analysis, Coleridge's approach to 
Shakespeare cannot be described as essentially and basically 
psychological. Coleridge throughout seemis to be engaged in 
working out an alternative to the Aristotelian theory of 
mimesis or verisimilitude. Even where he stresses the 
life-likeness of Shakespeare's characters, he makes an effort 
to the effect that mimesis may be subsumed under a generally 
expressionistic theory. Coleridge's greatest claim to supremacy 
in the field of Shakespearian criticism is that in his lectures 
and notes Shakespeare emerges as a poet of vision par 
excellence who mediates his profound understanding of life 
through all the means, including characterisation, to which a 
great poet has access. It is Coleridge, and not the 
psychological critics (like Richardson) of the end of the 
eighteenth century who may be called "New" not only in the 
sense in which Nichol Smith used the word - but also in the 
sense in which the term is used to designate the leading 
formalist critics of the present century. Coleridge approached 
Shakespeare in the light, sometimes dim though occasionally 
clear, of an organicist, holistic and unitive understanding of 
the nature of art. It will be our endeavour in the following 
pages to present a study of Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism 
with the above framework in mind. 
Let us begin the present study with a brief survey of 
the work already done on Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism. 
Modern study of Coleridge began with T.M. Raysor in 1930, who 
for the first time collected the scattered critical insights of 
Coleridge and gave them a proper shape in his two volume 
edition of Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism. The work is 
significant as it made Coleridge's criticism available for 
systematic study. In his remark in the Introduction, however, 
D. Nichol Smith, "Introduction", Shakespearian Criticism : A_ 
Selection (London, 1953), p.XV. 
he could not do justice to Coleridge as a critic of 
Shakespeare. According to Raysor, Coleridge's importance as a 
critic is best shown in the psychological analysis of 
characters. For example, the character of Falstaff is analysed 
by Coleridge as if "he were not merely a character in a play 
2 but also a real human being". Similarly, Hamlet's irresolution 
is interpreted by Coleridge in his own characteristic manner. 
Raysor has boundless admiration for Coleridge's psychological 
criticism and his critical insights; he, however, rejects the 
Coleridgean approach and system completely when he says that 
Coleridge's best criticism has nothing to do with philosophy : 
Coleridge's criticism has often been justly 
described as philosophical; but the term carries 
with it implications which m.ust be avoided before 
it can be properly applied to Coleridge's noblest 
works, since it assumes a concentration upon ideas 
of the most complete generalisations.-^ 
According to Raysor, as an aesthetician, Coleridge was 
indeed a philosopher in the above sense but he was "derivative, 
mediocre and in a subject which requires system, fragmentary". 
In literature, he remains a philosopher only in the lay sense 
of the word, in the sense which conceives "sound logic, ethics 
and psychology as the chief subject-matter of the wise mind". 
Raysor, it is obvious, does not see the connection 
between Coleridge's actual criticism of Shakespeare and the 
theoretical framework whence the practical criticism really 
proceeds. Moreover, he also confuses issues. Coleridge is the 
first critic who says Shakespeare is a philosophical poet. This 
should not be confused with the claim that Coleridge himself is 
a philosophical critic. 
2 . . 
T.M. Raysor, "Introduction", Coleridge's Shakespearean Criti-
cism (London, 1930), p.xxiii. in "further references, the work 
is cited as Raysor, with volume no. and page no. 
3 . 
Ibid., p.xlviii. 
R.W. Babcock, next, studies the Shakespearian critics 
of the last quarter of the eighteenth century in The Genesis of 
Shakespeare's Idolatory : 1766-1799. He puts forward the theory 
that Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism, as criticism in 
general in the early nineteenth century, was derived from the 
work of late eighteenth-century critics : 
Point for point, from all the different angles, 
the early ninteenth century merely echoed the late 
eithteenth. In short, if the question was raised 
as to v/hether the nineteenth century produced any 
new criticism of Shakespeare, the answer would 
have to be - no.4 
Babcock denies that there was anything new and glorious 
about Coleridge. If there is anything new at all, it is 
Coleridge's remarks on the first scenes of Shakespeare's plays. 
Babcock, to our way of thinking, is entirely wrong about 
Coleridge. What he says may be true of Hazlitt to some extent 
but is not true of Coleridge. He entirely misses the shades of 
meaning and nuances in Coleridge that make him radically 
different from his predecessors and contemporaries. Being 
confined to the study of minor Shakespearian criticism alone 
and not being sensitive to deeper aesthetic and epistemological 
issues, Babcock cannot distinguish between the conventional and 
the radically new in Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism. 
Rene Wellek in A History of Modern Criticism (1958) 
adopts a negative approach as Wellek finds the remarks of 
Coleridge on the plays and characters of Shakespeare, almost 
disappointing. They are "either trite or moralizing, or when 
ingenious, unconvincing". Coleridge's "excursions" into 
Shakespearian scholarship are none too happy. His chronology of 
4 
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Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism (London, 1958 \ 
vol. II, The Romantic Age, p.183. 
Shakespeare's plays, his views on the doubtful plays, and his 
textual emendation are of little value. Wellek further says 
that Coleridge's "comments on individual passages often suffer 
from his prudishness and his fanciful etymologies and, 
curiously enough, from a very eighteenth century commonsense 
taste". Wellek himself in turn disappoints the students of 
Coleridge when he says that Coleridge as an aesthetician is 
fragmentary and derivative and that he does not succeed in 
bridging the gap between his aesthetics and theory of 
literature. 
A discussion of this last point is beyond the scope of 
the present thesis though we could refer to a number of studies 
in which Coleridge has been presented as a seminal and coherent 
thinker. We cannot, however, refrain from saying that Wellek 
fails to see that Coleridge is derivative only in the sense in 
which the "myriad minded" Shakespeare himself v;as derivative. 
He was fragmentary only in so far as his system was constantly 
growing and developing during the whole period of his lecturing 
on Shakespeare. Moreover, the apparent fragmentary nature of 
his work is compensated by the fact that his comments on 
Shakespeare do have a certain unity of thought. 
In his book. The Idea of Coleridge's Criticism (19 62), 
R.H. Fogle discusses the practical criticism of Coleridge too. 
His remarks on Coleridge are remarkabley illuminating. 
According to Fogle, Coleridge employs the organic method in his 
criticism of Shakespeare. In his criticism is manifested "a 
complex organic unity of opposite qualities" and gifts of 
intellect and feeling, in general of all active and passive 
7 
elements of the mind. According to Fogle, Coleridge believed 
^Ibid., pp.181-2. 
7 
R.H. Fogle, The Idea of Coleridge's Criticism : Perspectives 
in Criticism,"(Berkeley, 1962), p.105. 
that a Shakespearian play adopts the "law of bicentrality", in 
which every part has a centre or principle both within and 
outside itself "like a system of concentric circles of v;hich 
the master circle would be the total idea of Shakespeare". 
Accordingly, Coleridge deals with a play as : 
...an organic unity, a totality of variety and 
unity reconciled, with almost infinitely complex 
relationships, and with the apparently 
unpredictable 'physiognomic' individuality of life 
itself, yet controlled by an idea that explains 
all individual relationships and reconciles all 
apparent contradictions.8 
According to Fogle, the same pattern appears in Coleridge's 
treatment of Shakespeare's characters. Each character is at 
once a symbol of universal human nature but also an individual. 
"The centrality of Shakespeare's plays is the centrality of the 
passions portrayed in them, individualized in character in 
9 inexhaustible different combinations". 
Fogle's approach is highly sophisticated and subtle. 
The main problem, however, is that he does not attempt to be 
exhaustive. A number of aspects of Coleridge's work have been 
lost sight of in the effort to isolate what Fogle considers to 
be the seminal. Moreover, Fogle discovers in Coleridge a way of 
approaching Shakespeare which is highly individualistic and :nay 
not be generally acceptable. Fogle moves from Coleridge to 
Shakespeare which, good and legitimate in itself, is not our 
aim. 
J.A. Appleyard in Coleridge's Philosophy of Literature 
(196 5) traces the origin, gro\^h and development of Coleridge's 
inward "odyssey". He believes that Coleridge's approach to 
o 
Ibid., p.20, 
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Shakespeare is a reflection of his philosophical interest in 
the self and the adjuncts of a person-centred theory. The 
emphasis on this resulted in an exclusive concern with either 
the personality of the poet or the characters of the drama. 
Coleridge's weakness, as Appleyard points out, which is shown in 
his criticism of Hamlet and throughout, is that he was not able 
to learn how to express the "relationship with the real that 
must ideally control the subjectivism implicit in his viev/". 
However, the fault was not necessarily Coleridge's since he v/as 
following his age only. His interest in both character and hero 
is a natural result of the growth of "the romantic cult of the 
hero" : 
Coleridge was following, as much as contributing 
to, a critical theory which distrusted genres and 
unities and subordinated plot to character as the 
source of dramatic coherence. At its best it was a 
criticism which sinned by omission — serious 
omission, it is true, but of a sort which the age 
could hardly have been expected to be conscious 
of.10 
Appleyard's assumed thesis of romantic involvement in 
the psychology of the hero led him to hold the erroneous view 
that "the formal or structural aspects of dramatic art seem to 
have concerned him not at all". 
Much of what Appleyard has to say about Coleridge's 
philosophy of literature is highly individualistic, and like 
Fogle's study, sophisticated in a way that partly excludes 
objectivity. His concern with Coleridge's romantic involvement 
in self is a roundabout and sophisticated way of emphasizing 
the dominance of psychology in Coleridge's thought and 
approach. As a general theory of romanticism, it may or may not 
be valid, but as descriptive of Coleridge's concerns in his 
J.A. Appleyard, Coleridge's Philosophy of Literature (Cambridge, 
1965), p.149. 
Shakespearian criticism it is only partially true. Coleridge's 
interest in character does not entirely emanate from his 
concern with self. As a matter of fact, this interest derives 
from Coleridge's attempt to evolve an expressionistic theory of 
art. Moreover, Coleridge's lack of interest in genre, the 
unities and plot does not show that he was entirely 
uninterested in matters of structure and design. Everywhere, 
Coleridge stresses design in Shakespeare. However, outward 
structure and design, for Coleridge, are of secondary interest 
only since Shakespeare's plays mediate an inner unitive vision. 
Alfred Harbage is the only critic who comes close to 
our thesis in the introduction to Terence Hawkes's edition of 
Coleridge's criticism (1969) when he says that Coleridge 
represents the true spirit of Shakespeare : 
When we read Johnson, we think what a wonderful 
man Johnson is, when we read Schlegel, we think 
what a wonderful summary this is. When we read 
Coleridge, we think what a wonderful artist is 
Shakespeare.il 
Harbage says that the criticism of Coleridge is philosophical. 
It is "in the diagnosis of Hamlet as introvert, in the acute 
and completely unsentimental analysis of the character of 
Richard II, and the telling comparisons of the mode of speech 
12 
of Bolingbroke and Mowbray, of Macbeth and Banquo", that 
Coleridge makes good use of his philosophy. 
Alfred Harbage, "Introduction", Coleridge on Shakespeare 
(Harmondsworth, 1969), p.25-6. Irving Ribner is the other 
critic who supports our thesis with his insight that 
Coleridge was a philosophical critic. See William Shakespeare 
; Life, Time and Theatre (New Delhi, 1969')', p. 204-5. 
12 
Ibid., p.21. 
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Harbage, however, is too brief to be of much value. 
Moreover, though he gives the hint that Coleridge's criticism 
was philosophical, Harbage does not say anything about the 
philosophy that he thinks Coleridge presents in his works or in 
V7hat way it was different from the spurious morality of the 
eighteenth century critics. Little attempt has been made in his 
introduction to describe the particular philosophy of different 
plays which grow out of Shakespeare's general philosophy or 
vision of life. 
M.M. Badawi's book, Coleridge ; Critic of Shakespeare 
(1973) is the only detailed study of Coleridge's Shakespearian 
criticism. The work is significant as it presents, for the 
first time, Coleridge's criticism in a sympathetic and 
comprehensive way. He is the first critic to have realized that 
the value of Coleridge as a Shakespearian critic lies in the 
introduction of a new approach to Shakespearian drama. 
According to Badawi, Coleridge adopts an organic approach 
towards Shakespeare. Moreover, Badawi is the only critic who 
seeks to establish a link between Coleridge's Shakespearian 
criticism and his theory of poetry. However, a glance at his 
second chapter ("The relation between Coleridge's Shakespearian 
. . . 13 
criticism and his theory of poetry") will show that he has 
ignored the epistemological basis of Coleridge's view of 
imagination and his theory of poetry. He has preferred to 
remain confined within the scope of purely literary and quasi-
aesthetic issues (e.g., "the pleasure principle", "the end of 
poetic drama", etc.) and does not go far enough to consider 
philosophical problems concerning the relationship between mind 
and reality, freedom and necessity. It is bhese latter issues 
that are involved in Coleridge's poetic theory. 
13 M.M. Badawi, Coleridge : Critic of Shakespeare (London, 19"3), 
pp.29-66. 
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We may conclude this brief survey of the existing 
studies of Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism with a passing 
reference to J.W. Donohue's study, Dramatic Character in the 
14 . . . ~ English Romantic Age. It is surprising that Donohue totally 
ignores the essential feature of Coleridge's criticism of 
Shakespearian drama and goes back to the older view describing 
Coleridge as a purely psychological critic. There is, however, 
a good deal of subtlety and sophistication of approach in 
Donohue's critique. He suggests, for example, that Coleridge 
shares with the rest of the nineteenth century the assumption 
that character is the essence of drama and that the meaning of 
a play is the meaning of a particular character's experience. 
Donohue further points out the plight of these critics in 
dealing with characters that have strains in them which are 
morally reprehensible. The dilemma was resolved, according to 
Donohue, by pretending that the critic v/as impartially 
interested in the analysis of motives only. Donohue further 
suggests that Coleridge, dissatisfied with the stage 
presentations of his age, retreated into his study and probed 
the depths of motivation and psychological subtleties in 
Shakespeare's characters. 
Donohue, while praising Coleridge for originality in 
character-analysis, accuses him of not maintaining any 
distinction between real life people and "the genera intensely 
individualised" in Shakespeare. Donohue is perceptive in his 
own way, but his approach, to our way of thinking, is not 
adequate and does much less than justice to Coleridge's 
criticism. 
II 
In the present thesis an attempt will be made to show 
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that Coleridge's criticism, as already suggested, is 
philosophical in which psychological and dramatic insights are 
perfectly fused. Moreover, it springs from the same source as 
his thinking about education, psychology, religion and politics. 
It is, in other words, a part of his total metaphysical and 
intuitive infrastructure. This becomes clear if we look at the 
ambitions and grand design of the plan of Coleridge's lecture 
series. The lectures of 1808, for example, were planned "on the 
genius and writings of Shakespeare relatively to his 
predecessors and contemporaries, so as to determine not only 
his merits and defects, and the proportion that each must bear 
to the whole but what of his merits and defects belong to his 
age, as being found in the contemporaries of genius and what 
belonged to himself". Coleridge thus intends to adopt a 
historical and comparative mode while lecturing on Shakespeare. 
This, he says, he would combine with his own genius so as to 
treat them philosophically : 
In the course of these I shall have said all I 
know, the whole result of many years' continued 
reflection on the subjects of taste, imagination, 
fancy, passion, the source of our pleasures in the 
fine arts, in the antithetical balance-loving 
nature of man and the connexion of such pleasures 
with moral excellence.16 
The two third of his 1811-12 lecture series, as he 
planned, would be assigned to a "Philosophic Analysis and 
explanation of All the principal characters of our great 
dramatist, as Othello, Falstaff, Richard III, lago, Hamlet and 
17 Co.". However, he would not isolate the characters from the 
plays as the remaining portion will be attributed to "a 
critical comparison of Shakespeare, in respect of Diction, 
15 
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Ibid., p.6. 
17 
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Imagery, Management of the passions. Judgement in the 
construction of his Dramas, in short all that belongs to him as 
1 8 
a poet, and as a dramatic poet". 
All this and his letter to Sir George Beaumont (1804) 
provide incontrovertible testimony to his awareness of the 
structural and dramatic aspects of Shakespearian drama. This 
letter goes against the opinion of those critics who accuse 
Coleridge of having no aesthetic or historical sense. Coleridge 
writes : 
Each scene of each play I read as if it were 
the whole of Shakespeare's works -- the sole thing 
extant. I ask myself what are the characteristics 
the diction, the cadences, and metre, the 
character, the passion, the moral or metaphysical 
inherencies, and fitness for theatrical effect, 
and in what sort of theatres -- all these I write 
down with great care and precision of thought and 
language — and when I have gone through the 
whole, I then shall collect my papers, and observe 
how often such and such expressions recur, and 
thus shall not only know what the characteristics 
of Shakespeare's plays are, but likev;ise what 
proportion they bear to each other. Then, not 
carelessly though of course with far less care, I 
shall read through the old plays, just before 
Shakespeare's time. Sir Philip Sidney's Arcadia --
Ben Jonson, Beaumont and Fletcher, and Mas singer 
in the same way -- so as to see and to be able to 
prove what of Shakespeare belonged to his age, and 
was common to all the first rate man of that true 
saeculum aureum of English poetry, and what is his 
ovm, and his only. Thus I shall both exhibit the 
characteristics of the plays -- and of the mind --
of Shakespeare...19 
This would remove the confusion caused by the critics 
who think that Coleridge did not understand the importance of 
1 8 
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structure in Shakespearian drama despite his thought of organic 
unity. It will become clear from the following pages of our 
thesis that Coleridge's view of form or structure was different 
from that of the eighteenth century critics. According to 
Coleridge, Shakespeare's plays contain his philosophic vision of 
life. Their meaning, however, cannot be elicited from 
deliberately formulated utterances. It can only be revealed 
through the dramatic unfolding of the plot and the 
relationships among different characters. It is difficult to 
agree with those critics who say that Coleridge reduces 
Shakespeare's plays to the portrayal of character. On the 
contrary, as our thesis will show, his critical insights range 
from characterisation to metaphysical insights and include 
language, thematic development and plot in Shakespearian drama. 
It is unfair, we insist, to consider Coleridge as a 
psychological critic of Shakespeare. His psychological 
insights, no doubt, are acute and interesting but they are 
inseparable from his sense of the poetic and dramatic whole. 
His psychology is organically one with his metaphysics. His 
criticism of characters does not merely consist in a 
psychologically coherent and meaningful account of their 
behaviour nor is he unduly interested in the psychologically 
abnormal aspects of Shakespeare's chaacters -- something that 
fascinates the typial psychological critic. Shakespeare's 
dramatic characters revealed to him a larger vision of human 
life. Moreover, as we shall see later, he does not divorce 
character from its dramatic context. For him to have done so 
would have been to ignore the play's unitive vision. 
Thus, Coleridge's criticism is based on a new 
theoretical framework which he developed after discrediting the 
traditional method of Shakespearian criticism. It is based on 
his own theory of imagination which he considers as a faculty 
15 
to bring about unity of thought and feeling. He analysed 
Shakespeare by exactly the same principles which he used to 
analyze poetry in general. Within the total volume of 
Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism, recur certain features, 
ideas and principles which strike us unmistakably as 
Shakespearian and which serve as clues to what we may call the 
Coleridgean world-view of Shakespeare. 
Thus, Coleridge's defence of judgement over genius,his 
idea of poetic vs. dramatic nature of Shakespeare, his analysis 
of characters as products of meditation joined with observation, 
and his analysis of the plays as unfolding Shakespeare's 
unitive vision coupled with his dramatic sense -- all tend 
toward an analysis of Shakespeare as a philosopher inseparably 
combined with the artist in him. 
Ill 
Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare was not a 
systematic exposition in the manner of his critique of 
Wordsworth in the Biographia Literaria, and was not available 
in a complete form until 1930 when T.M. Raysor published his 
two volumes of Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism. Since it is 
fragmentary, tentative, unplanned and ill-organised, it is 
necessary to study the various sources in which Coleridge's 
Shakespearian criticism was scattered before its publication in 
. . 20 Raysor's definitive edition. 
Only two brief essays were published in Coleridge's o\>m 
life-time. The first was the "Specific Symptoms of Poetic 
Power" in The Biographia Literaria, and the second essay 
"Method in Thought" was published in the Encyclopaedia 
Metropolitana in 1818. This essay was also revised for 
20 
This portion of our thesis is mainly based on Raysor's 
"Preface" in his edition of Coleridge's work, vol.1, pp.vii-
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publication in the same year in The Friend. Coleridge was 
granted permission for this publication on his complaint that 
the text of his essay in the Z^ etropolitana was "garbled beyond 
recognition". There is a great deal of difference between the 
texts of these two versions. However, Raysor points out, the 
difference is largely "due to Coleridge's ovm re-writing" of 
the essay rather than a result of editorial alteration in the 
U T ^- 21 
publication. 
Coleridge died in 1834 without publishing the major 
portion of his literary criticism. Most of it was in the form 
of fragmentary lecture notes and marginalia. The fragments of 
lecture notes consisted of two volumes of manuscripts while the 
marginalia come from an eight-volume edition of Shakespeare's 
plays (ed. by Leavis Theobald, London, 17 73) which was formerly 
the property of Coleridge's friend Morgann. It also comes from 
Coleridge's own copy of the two-volume edition of the plays 
(Stockdale edition) which contains "blank interleavings for 
longer notes". Some fragmentary lecture-notes on Shakespeare's 
poetry and other subjects also come from Coleridge's note-books 
18 and 24. The Marginalia and these lecture notes are important 
since they give an account of Coleridge's criticism in his own 
words. All these, however, remained in a shapeless form until 
they were arranged and revised for publication by Coleridge's 
nephew H.N. Coleridge. These were given by him the form of a 
book 'Literary Remains' published in 183 6-39. 
Apart from these, the bulk of Coleridge's criticism on 
Shakespeare is available to us in the form of short-hand 
reports of J.P. Collier, newspaper reports and records of 
Coleridge's conversations. J.P. Collier's reports of 
Coleridge's lectures, published in Seven Lectures on 
Shakespeare and Milton, are also important. In spite of the 
21 
Raysor, vol. II, pp.342-3 
17 
controversy about their authenticity, we cannot question the 
usefulness of these reports since it is a v;ell-accepted fact 
that Collier attended Coleridge's lectures and took notes. 
Moreover, these correspond closely with the brief records of 
H.C. Robinson published thirteeen years after Collier's book. 
These reports, though full of omissions and rather late, are 
valuable in "preserving many criticisms, observations and 
opinions, well worthy of attention from their truth, their 
22 
eloquence, and their originality". Collier thus writes about 
the value of these reports in the Preface to the reports of 
1811-1812 lectures : 
I am fully aware that my memoranda of forty 
five years standing are more or less imperfect : 
of some of the lectures I appear to have made only 
abridged sketches : of others my notes are much 
fuller and more extended; but I am certain, even 
at this distance of time, that I did not knowingly 
register a sentence, that did not come from 
Coleridge's lips, although doubtless I missed, 
omitted, and mistook points and passages, which 
now I should have been most rejoiced to have 
preserved. In completing my manuscripts, however, 
I added no word or syllable of my own....23 
These reports are no doubt important but the 
superiority of Marginalia over them is an acknowledged fact, 
not only due to fact that they were transcribed after a long 
period of time but also because writers often found difficulty 
in following Coleridge because of the "complication and extreme 
24 
unexpectedness of his style". These are, however, important 
as they make Coleridge's meaning clear which can not be done by 
means of Marginalia alone. 
Collier's reports along with the records of Coleridge's 
conversations, a few brief records in London newspapers (like 
22 
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Morning Chronicle, Courier and Bristol Newspaper) and a fev; 
records from the diary of H.C. Robinson were published by 
Thomas Ashe in his edition of Coleridge's Lectures and Notes in 
1885. 
Robinson's records, although brief and limited only to 
1811 lecture series, are "nearly always full of a good sense". 
They have the advantage of representing the contemporary 
criticism of a man who admired Coleridge heartily yet with a 
25 
"detachment of mind which permitted adverse criticism". These 
include his correspondence, diary, manuscripts of a book 
"Reminiscences" which cover a period of 1834-43, and a few 
memoranda of Coleridge's conversations. 
It was only in 1930 that Professor T.M. Raysor gave 
these fragments of Coleridge's criticism a coherent shape. The 
importance of this edition lies in the fact that all the 
reports, notes and lecture notes are published from the 
original, without any alteration or modification in the text. 
Raysor also discovered three unpublished reports of third, 
fourth and fifth lectures of 1811-12 series by some Mr. 
Tomalin, transcripts of Coleridge's lectures, one of the 
notebooks and two fragments of lectures printed in Morrison 
catalogue. 
As the records show, the greater part of Coleridge's 
criticism on Shakespeare consists of the reports of his 
lectures which Coleridge delivered in public in eight series at 
different places. In these lecture-reports, we find a lot of 
repetition and digression which was certainly the result of 
lack of preparation and extemporaneous delivery. Though at one 
time Coleridge solemnly determined not to deliver his lectures 
xv'ithout full preparation, soon he realized that auditors were 
"? ft 
"most delighted in the extemporaneous passages". He realized 
^Ibid., vol.11, p.208. 
Raysor, vol.11, p.299, 
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that a manuscript killed his sense of communication with the 
result that he often deviated from his planned course. 
The works which he dealt with in detail in these 
lectures are Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, 
Richard II and The Tempest with a little attention given to 
Love's Labour's Lost and his narrative poems. Antony and 
Cleopatra did not figure prominently although Coleridge 
considered it near in greatness to Othello and 
Hamlet. Shakespearian sonnets were neglected completely. In the 
second course, he promised a treatment of comedies like A 
Mid-Summer Night's Dr.eam, The Merchant of Venice, Twelfth Night 
and The Tempest. No record of them except that of The Tempest 
exists. 
IV 
Coleridge's attitude towards Shakespeare is 
"reverential" and his criticism is sympathetic and 
appreciative. Shakespeare, for him, is the "myriad-minded man" 
and there is "a divinity doth hedge Shakespeare round". 
Shakespeare is one "Proteus of the fire and flood", 
symbolically a God, for him. Passages after passages may be 
quoted to show the reverence that Coleridge has for 
Shakespeare. For example he says : 
Self sustained, deriving his genius 
immediately from heaven, independent of all 
earthly or national influence. That such a mind 
involved itself in a human form is a problem 
indeed which my feeble powers may witness with 
admiration but cannot explain,. My words are indeed 
feeble when I speak of that myriad-minded man, 
whom all artists feel above all praise. Least of 
all poets, ancient or modern, does Shakespeare 
appear to be coloured or affected by the age in 
which he lives — he was of all times and 
countries.27 
27 Raysor, op. cit., vol.11, p.312, 
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Coleridge was proud of being the first English critic to have 
appreciated Shakespeare and presented him in a changed 
perspective. He himself says in the notes on The Tempest : "I 
am proud that I was the first in time who pubicly demonstrated 
to the full extent of the position" that the judgement of 
Shakespeare was commensurate with his genius. 
He felt offended with Wordsworth's remark in the 
Preface to the Lyrical Ballads where Wordsworth says "In some 
respects [the Germans] have acquired a superiority over the 
fellow countrymen of the Poet". In his ninth lecture of the 
series 1811-12, Coleridge chided those countrymen including 
Wordsworth who thought that the Germans were the first "to feel 
29 
truly and appreciate justly" Shakespeare's "mighty genius". 
It is perhaps because of this attitude that Coleridge has been 
charged with bardolatory. According to Alfred Harbage, the 
fault of Coleridge is that he created a "myth of perfection" 
and that he failed to see that Shakespeare was sometimes 
improvising ^ nd that great works may have great defects. Thus, 
Harbage says, we can reverence Shakespeare without idolizing 
, . 30 
him. 
It is true that as a poet and dramatist, Coleridge 
hesitates in attributing faults to Shakespeare. At times when 
he is unable to understand the design of a Shakespearian play, 
he tries to find out the justification for it with such a 
remark as this in Julius Caesar : "... this I mean is what I 
say to myself, in my present quantum of insight, only modified 
by my experience in how many instances I have ripened into a 
perception of beauties where I had before described 
Ibid., vol.1, p.126. 
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31 faults...." Hov/ever, this attitude of Coleridge is due to the 
realization of the fact that the study of Shakespeare is a 
gradual process of enlightenment and revelation. The 
significance of a piece may remain unperceived for the time 
being but its meaning may become clear as the play unfolds 
itself. Moreover, we should also keep in mind the important 
fact that the discovery of a radically new approach to the 
study and appreciation of Shakespeare was an extraordinarily 
exciting affair for Coleridge as well as other Romantic 
critics. Coleridge, probably, has greater justificaion for the 
note of excitement in his voice because unlike Hazlitt his 
appreciation of Shakespeare was linked with the growth and 
development of his theory of poetry. Under such conditions, 
exaggeration is bound to occur and may legitimately be excused. 
V 
It is not necessary for our purpose here to understand 
in detail just how much and exactly what Coleridge borrowed 
from his English predecessors and German contemporaries. 
However, a discussion is worthwhile since it helps us in 
determining the nature and position of Coleridge's contribution 
in the history of Shakespearian criticism. 
Writers from De Quincey to Thomas Middleton Raysor have 
exercised their skill in studying the problem of Coleridge's 
supposed plagiarism. Rene Wellek, for example, in A History of 
Modern Criticism, charges Coleridge with absolute plagiarism 
from the Germans. He traces the influence of German critics 
particularly that of Schelling on Coleridge and comes to the 
conclusion that he combines them with elements of eighteenth 
. . . 32 
century tradition of neo-classicism and British empiricism. 
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Professor Raysor traces German influence upon Coleridge and 
says that the influence had been unduly and enormously 
exaggerated. According to Raysor, Schlegel and other German 
critics powerfully influenced Coleridge but he was influenced 
only as a philosopher, not as a critic of Shakespeare. It was 
the liberal critics of the eighteenth century, according to 
Raysor, that influenced him in his studies of Shakespeare's 
characters, in his emphasis upon Shakespeare's art and in the 
33 
sympathetic mood of his criticism. 
These views, however, are unjustified and can be 
accepted only with modifications. Alfred Harbage comes to our 
help when he comments "... a scion of stock so mixed, empirical 
English and empyreal German, must have had an identity of his 
34 
own". Thus, as Harbage says, Coleridge learned everything he 
knew from others as all of us do but he learned only 
selectively as only the "creatives" do. In what follows it v/ill 
be our contention to show that as a critic of Shakespeare 
Coleridge was anticipated neither by his English predecessors 
nor (in important ways) by his German contemporaries since he 
introduces a new philosophical dimension in his criticism. In 
this respect, it is a product of Coleridge's own theoretical 
framework which consisted in a revolt against the neo-classical 
framework in the eighteenth century. His views on imagination 
and organicism enabled him to display the unity of 
Shakespeare's creations. His criticism is, thus, inextricably 
linked with his philosophical thinking and it is not possible 
to understand Coleridge's practical criticism without a 
knowledge of this philosophical base. Let us now, therefore, 
turn briefly to a consideraion of the Coleridgean framework. 
33 
Raysor, vol.1, Intro. XXIV-XXV. 
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Harbage, op. cit., p.23. 
CHAPTER - II 
THE COLERIDGEAN FRAMEWORK 
The present chapter seeks to delineate briefly the 
theoretical framework that underlies Coleridge's Shakespearian 
criticism. Theory and practice in Coleridge are so inextricably 
interwoven that the latter cannot be understood in isolation 
from the former- Moreover, our central concern in the present 
thesis, the contention that Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism 
in the ultimate analysis has more a philosophical than a 
psychological bearing, envisages a framework of critical and 
philosophical dimensions. In view of these reasons, it has been 
considered necessary to give some account in a coherent manner 
of certain elements in Coleridge's theoretical framework. We 
have isolated Coleridge's views of the imagination and of 
organicism for brief consideration. These constitute, it may be 
asserted with some confidence, the corner-stone of Coleridge's 
theoretical edifice distinguishing him from the Shakespearian 
critics of the eighteenth century. Now, since Coleridge's 
theories have a definite epistemological bearing, we have 
prefaced them with a concise account of the main 
epistemological developments from Descartes onwards. Our view 
is that Coleridge's Shakespearian criticism should be 
approached only in this philosophical perspective. 
We may begin by pointing out that the pre-romantic 
philosophical thought, in particular, and world view, in 
general, were characterized by the fact that the human mind was 
regarded as incapable of achieving truth except through the 
application of analytic reason. We may also point out that the 
philosophical position which supports Coleridge's philosophy of 
literature v/a? in revolt against these dominantly rational and 
empirical views of knowledge. Coleridge, through his theories 
of imagination and organicism, questioned the very basis of 
these prevalent views and provided a new basis for literary 
24 
criticism. However, before coming to Coleridge's point of 
departure, let us cast a hurried glance at the main 
epistemological developments from the middle of the seventeenth 
century onwards. 
Descartes (1596-1650) was basically concerned with 
epistemological problems and his greatest contribution is to 
the theory of knowledge. He was the pioneer of a scientific-
rationalistic approach and a dualistic philosophy against which 
Romantic writers, in general, and Coleridge, in particular, 
revolted. This philosophy had fostered the development of 
neo-classical approach in the literature of the time. Since 
poetic perceptions in general are reinforced and supported by 
philosophical truths, the writers and the poets of the time 
found the most powerful justification of their thoughts in 
Cartesian philosophy. 
The Cartesian theory brought to completion the dualism 
of mind and matter. His system presents "two parallel but 
independent worlds, that of mind and that of matter, each of 
which can be studied without reference to the other". 
According to him, all bodies are different from one another so 
far as their basic internal properties are concerned. We, 
however, can perceive their outward behaviour only. Therefore, 
whatever can be perceived through our senses is not true. Our 
sense impressions merely beguile or deceive us for they do not 
give "the knowledge of the thing in itself". What they provide 
is only subjective reality which is irrelevant for the purpose 
of mechanics. Only our intellect can approach a totally 
objective knowledge, and it does so "by filtering sense 
2 impressions as clear as possible of subjective ingredients". 
Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy and its 
Connections with Political and Social Circumstances from the 
EarliestTimes to Present day (London, 1954), p.551. 
2 ; . 
Basil Willey, The Seventeenth Century Background; Studies in 
the Thought of the Age in Relation to Poetry and Religion (Ne\'7 
York, 1953), pp.84-85. 
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He considered the mind to be indubitable when he said : "Cogito 
ergo sum" (I think, therefore, I am). Thus even 'I' was reduced 
to the position of a mere thinking being, an "intelletual 
abstraction" as Basil Willey calls it. However, mind cannot 
transcend matter. True knowledge would be knowledge to which 
the mind itself had contributed nothing. 
Descartes believed that only "clear and distinct" ideas 
contain "reality", and that truth can be apprehended only 
through mathematically conceived ideas. The Cartesian spirit 
led to a denial of all types of knowledge other than that of a 
scientific and mathematical nature since truth can be known 
only by a process of analytical abstract reasoning. His 
greatest attempt was to exclude subjectivity from the search 
for truth. 
Descartes' insistence upon sound and plain reason made 
him say that poetic truths were only superficial, a sort of 
ornaments only "which might be agreeable to fancy" but which 
v/ere recognised by judgement as having no relation with 
reality. He discarded the role of imagination and intuition 
altogether. "The imagination because its contribution is 
necessarily gleaned from sense perceptions must be strenuously 
prevented from interfering : the attempt to conceive rational 
truths, by means of it is impossible, and those, for example, 
who try to imagine God or the soul are like those who would use 
3 
eyes to hear sounds or smell odours". 
Hobbes (1588-1679) was an empirical theorist who 
accepted a kind of "mechanico-materialism" in the world. He was 
a firm believer in the supremacy of analytic reason and 
universal law which he thought were physical. "The universe is 
3 
W.J. Bate, From Classic to Romantic : Premises of Taste in 
JiiaJlk^g?'!^-'"' Century England (Cambridge, 1946), p. 30. 
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corporeal, all that is real is mntori n] ,- nrid what, is not 
4 
material is not real". According to Hobbes,- material lav7s of 
the universe are immutable and a knowledge of these laws of the 
universe v/culd solve the riddle of life. The v/orld is not a 
mystery for it can be "measured, weighed and mastered". He says: 
"Fear and reverence Nature no longer; for she is no mystery-
5 . for she worketh by m.otion". His belief m the material nature 
of the universe made him think in the mechanical nature of all 
living beings. A body, natural or real, is one which occupied 
space, was divisible and movable or, in other words, a body 
which behaves in a geometric manner is a living one. Only 
geometry can provide reliable kind of knowledge for she is the 
only science "God has yet vouchsafed to us". 
Hobbes thought that even human perceptions and thoughts 
are nothing but the motion of corporeal particles. Thought is a 
form of "motion in matter" and the ideas are only "vibrations 
in matter of brain or nerves". Motion can be governed or 
directed through some physical sensory organ; only then it can 
be conveyed to the brain, "where the corresponding motions can 
give rise to the seeming which are 'ideas'": 
Whatever accidents or qualities our senses made us 
think there be in the world they be not there, but 
are seeming and apparitions only : the things that 
really are in the i world without us, are those 
motions by which these seemings are caused.6 
(Human Nature) 
His classification of mind with matter made it the subject of 
strict causation. Hobbes did not make any distinction between 
imagination and fancy as both were used in an inter-changeable 
manner. Even the faculty of imagination was denied as a 
4 
Quoted from Basil Willey, op. cit., p.100. 
^Ibid., p.101. 
^Ibid., pp.107-8. 
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transcending and intuitive faculty. Hobbes considered 
imagination as a ''decaying sense" : 
Of imagination... after the object is removed 
or the eye shut, we still retain an image of the 
thing seen, though more obscure than when we see 
it. And this is it, the Latins call Imagination, 
from the image made in seeing, and apply the same, 
though improperly to all the other senses. But the 
Greeks call it fancy.... Imagination, therefore, 
is nothing but decaying sense; and is found in 
men, and many other living creatures, as well 
as sleeping and waking ... 
... When we would express the decay, and 
signifie that the sense is fading, old and past, 
it is called Memory. So that Imagination and 
Memory are but one thing, which for divers 
considerations hath divers names.7 
(Leviathan, Ch. VIII) 
Epistemology, or the search for truth and knowledge, 
was the main concern of Locke (1623-1704) in the last thirty 
years of his life. Like Descartes and Hobbes, he thought that 
our knowledge is ultimately based on our experience. Only logic 
and mathematics are exempted from this rule. There are no 
innate ideas as such and mind is a passive receiver since ideas 
presented to it are "readymade" from the outward world of sense 
experience. M.H. Abrams describes this by borrowing a fev/ pair 
of images from Yeats : 
[The mind is like] a mirror which fixes the 
objects it reflects or... it is a tabula rasa on 
which sensations write or paint themselves or a 
(...camera obscura in which the light entering 
through a small aperture, throws an image of the 
external scene on the wall), external and internal 
senses are said to be 'the windows by which light 
is let into this dark room'.... Alternatively, the 
mind is a 'waxed tablet' into which sensations 
like seals, impress themselves.8 
7 . . . . . 
W.K. Wimsatt and C. Brooks, Literary Criticism - A Short 
History (New Delhi, 1964), p.254. 
Q 
M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp ; Romantic Theory and 
Critical Tradition (Oxford, 1953), p.57. 
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Ideas, Locke argued, emanate from tv/o sources : (1) 
from the experience of the external v7ord, the knowledge of 
which can be acquired through senses, and (2) from the inner 
world of physical happenings which can be achieved through 
perception of functioning of mind. Since we can only think by 
means of ideas and ideas orginate in sensory and introspective 
experience, "none of our knowledge can antedate experience". 
However, the empirical knowledge thus acquired is uncertain and 
improbable because certainty should be the main criterion of 
knowledge. This ideal of knowledge is possible only in 
mathematics. Only mathematics combined with careful reasoning 
can provide true knowledge. 
Locke's ideas of imagination and fancy can be 
understood by his remarks on wit and judgement. Wit, for Locke, 
as for Hobbes and Dryden, consists in a certain "quickness of 
parts" so as to make the contents of memory readily available 
whenever needed. Men with a great deal of wit and prompt memory 
need not have the "clearest judgement" or "deepest reason". For 
wit is a faculty of "assembling or combining any ideas which 
may seem to have some congruity with each other and thereby it 
makes up pleasant pictures and agreeable visions in the 
9 
fancy". Wit is not at all concerned with truth. This is the 
function of another faculty which, in Lockian terms, may be 
called judgement. It distinguishes one idea from another 
wherever any difference is possible so as to avoid being 
"misled by similitude". Locke thus makes a clear distinction 
between the methods of wit and judgement. 
Locke does not have a very high regard for poetry. In 
his "Thoughts Concerning Education, he declares that, if a child 
has a poetic vein, the parents should "labour to have it 
stiff led and suppressed as much as may be". The air ' of 
9 
Basil Willey, op. cit., p.287. 
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Parnassus may be pleasant but its soil is barren. Such a 
demeaning view of poetry is no indication of a blindness of 
perception : it emanates from the intensity of a particular 
insight that Locke, like other empiricists, was obsessed with. 
In its concern with truth in its experimental aspect, the 
tradition of British empiricism was eager to dispel what it 
considered to be delusions of fancy or imagination. Poetry, 
this tradition felt, was the anti-thesis of mathematics' and 
mechanics, and hence something that should be approached v/ith 
maximum of distrust. This suspicion is inscribed not only in 
empiricist philosophy but also in the texts of contemporary 
literary criticism, and is fused in the general world-view 
prevalent at the time. 
The line of philosophers from Descartes to Locke may 
also be extended to include Berkeley and Hume. There are no 
doubt differences of point of view but their basic emphasis is 
the same, i.e., the world in reality is nothing more than what 
is given in "sense data" as Russell calls it, certain patches 
of colours, sounds, tastes, smells, etc. with certain spatio-
temporal relations. Accordingly, knowledge comprises 
knowledge of the sense experience only. Since the movements of 
matter were determined by physical laws, mental events must be 
equally determinate. 
This critical and philosophical thinking remained at 
the very core of English philosophy through the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries - until it was attacked by the 
transcendental philosophy of Kant and other German idealists. 
In fact, this new approach transformed the very nature of 
philosophy and gave it a new character and a new "Weltanschauung' 
^°Ibid., p.288. 
B. Russell, Mysticism and Logic and Other Essays (London, 
1959), pp. 39-45. 
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II 
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), who influenced Schlegel and 
through him exercised a deep influence on Coleridge's mind, 
reacted strongly against the British empiricists. Kant rejected 
the idea of the mind being a blank sheet of paper, as 
advocated by the empiricists. According to him, this sheet of 
paper, i.e., the mind, is watermarked with a complicated 
pattern. It was already ingrained with a pattern of external 
world - with substantiality, identity, power and necessary 
connection, and all the rest. "This water mark was not stamped 
upon the mind by experience. It was simply brought out by 
12 
experience". It began to show itself the moment experience 
began to write upon it. Thus, it was the preliminary condition, 
not the result, of knowledge. Knowledge is not derived simply 
from sense experience, it only depended upon experience for its 
material. 
Kant termed his philosophy as transcendental. By this 
he means that he is not at all "concerned with the content of 
experience but only with the forms or ways in which the human 
mind, by virtue of its constitution, is obliged to react, in 
perception and in thought, to any and every content the touch 
of an external world may stimulate within it, whatever the 
13 
nature of our sense organs and our sensible experience". 
Contraryto the British empiricists, Kant suggested that these 
forms of mental activity are a priori. They exist independently 
of sense experience and prior to it. "They are the agents by 
which experience is influenced and built up into the shape in 
which it is presented to us". 
About art and artist, Kant thought that an artist is a 
"creator" as well as a "spectator"."The creative genius of the 
12 
B.A.G. Fuller, A History of Philosophy, 3rd ed., revised by 
Sterling M. McMurrim (New Delhi, 1976), p.218. 
^^Ibid., p.218. 
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artist is to be checked by the esthetic taste he shares with the 
public, if the beauty of his work is to be communicable to 
others". In this sense he must combine imagination with 
understanding. His imagination helps him in looking at the 
things with an entirely new perspective while the understanding 
gives the concepts and ideas an added aura. Since the artist's 
vision is free and spontaneous, "undetermined by anything 
except himself, his results are unique and cannot be imitated 
by any one".Of all the arts, Kant ranks poetry highest because 
of its superior power of expanding "the mind by setting the 
imagination at liberty". 
Imagination, according to Kant, is the power which 
operates between "the phenomena of the Sensuous Manifold and 
the categories of the understanding". As a reproductive power, 
it is empirical only. Here it brings a synthesis of the 
Sensuous Manifold "which it apprehends according to laws 
received from the understanding, enabling the phenomena to be 
14 
'reproduced' in the understanding". As a productive or 
transcendental power, it is the faculty of synthesis a priori, 
providing the necesary unity, through the laws of the 
understanding, which makes possible the synthesis of the 
manifold of phenomena". It is this transcendental faculty of 
imagination which makes possible the whole of our sense 
experience, "without which no concept of objects could ever 
come together in one experience". 
It was possibly Kant's notion of the imagination as a 
mediating faculty that influenced Coleridge in his view of the 
imagination. Shawcross roughly identifies Coleridge's fancy 
14 
J.A. Appleyard, Coleridge's Philosophy of Literature : Develop-
ment of a Concept of Poetry -- 1791-1891 (Cambridge, 1965), 
p.201. 
^^Ibid., p.202. 
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with Kant's reproductive imagination, Coleridge's primary 
imagination with Kant's productive imagination and the 
secondary imagination with what Shawcross calls Kant's 
aesthetic imagination. 
There is no doubt that Coleridge was helped in the 
development of his theory of imagination by Kantian rejection 
of the rationalist-empiricist stance regarding the passivity of 
the human mind. However, as M.H. Abrams has suggested, both 
Wordsworth and Coleridge were encouraged in their view of the 
freeedom of the human mind - the idea that it is mind that not 
only imposes form on matter but is also free of it - by their 
reading and especially the latterfe, in the Cambridge platonists 
of the seventeenth century. In their early formulations, 
neither Wordsworth nor Coleridge relies on Kantian ideas. 
Instead, Coleridge reverts to the philosophical tradition that 
had flourished outside ofHobbes and Locke and prior to them. 
In their search for an appropriate metaphor that would 
indicate the true understanding of the relationship between 
mind and reality, the Cambridge platonists had reverted to 
Plotinus, the founder of neo-platonism, rather than to Plato 
himself for whom the mind had been a passive reflector 
mirroring reality. Plotinus, on the other hand, thought of the 
mind as a radiating sun whence meaning and significance 
emanated. The Cambridge platonists were thus more the followers 
of Plotinus in this respect than of Plato.Coleridge, as Abrams 
points out, had read the Cambridge platonists intensively, 
and hence had been encouraged to reject the 
rationalist-empiricist philosophical tradition before he had 
come into contact with Kantian thought. 
Keeping thus in mind the fact that the Coleridgean view 
of imagination may have sources other than that of Kantian 
M.H. Abrams, op. cit., p.59, 
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epistemology, we may again come back to the influence of German 
idealism and see how it shaped Coleridge's theories. 
Coleridge, a voracious reader, was familiar with 
Schlegel and other philosophers of German transcendentalism, 
and through them came to be acquainted with Kantian 
metaphysics. In german philosophy, he got the material he 
needed to justify his own belief in the creativity of the human 
mind. He pictured the mind as an active agent in perception and 
not as an inertly receptive passive organ. Rejecting the 
mechanical philosophy of the eighteenth century, he tried to 
establish the idea that the object is perceived vividly, 
usually with great specificity, "the husk is then dissolved", 
till the perception is internalized. Contrary to the theorists 
of the previous centuries who believed that our cognition must 
conform to the object, Coleridge maintained that the object 
must be in conformity to the process of our knowledge. His 
ideas, which found their parallel in German transcendentalism, 
led him to reject outright the empirical and associationist 
views of Hartley by which he was once greatly influenced and 
which he regarded as a misplaced application of Newtonian 
science : 
Newton was a materialist - Mind in his system is 
always passive - a lazy looker-on on an external 
world. If the mind be not passive; if it be indeed 
made in God's image, and that, too, in the 
sublimest sense - the Image of the creator - there 
is ground for suspicion that any system built on 
the passiveness of the mind must be false as a 
system.17 
17 
Collected Letters of S.T. Coleridge ed. E.L. Griggs (Oxford, 
1956-1971), Vol.11, p.709. All subsequent reference from the 
letters are from this edition. Volume no. and page no. are 
included in the text, for example (C.L., r, 137). 
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It was in the beginning of his poetic career that he studied 
associationist philosophy and declared himself a "compleat 
Necessitarian". (C.L., I, 137) 
Coleridge first read Hartley during his student days in 
Cambridge in the fall of 1794. He felt strongly influenced by 
the two parts of his Observations on Man (1749) so much so that 
he named his child Hartley to show to posterity that his 
(Coleridge's) heart was once saturated with the truths so ably 
supported by that "great master of Christian philosophy". 
(C.L., I, 236) As Basil Willey rightly points out, "Hartley was 
both a necessitarian and Christian, materialist and religicus, 
and as this was approximately Coleridge's position in 1796 one 
1 Q 
can understand the reverence Hartley inspired in him". Here, 
however, it seems necessary to recount precisely, the basic 
features of Hartley's theory to trace the extent of his 
influence on Coleridge's mind and his reaction to the theory. 
The Observations on Man is in two parts. The first part 
contains Hartley's doctrine of vibration and related to it his 
view of the mechanism of sensation. Hartley explains the rind 
in purely physical and mechanical sense since he believed that 
"the working of the human mind can be truly pictured in some 
19 
such mechanical fashion". In the first part, we find "a 
disquisition on the mechanism of human mind and consequent 
20 
necessity of thought and action involved". ' On the other hand, 
the second part is a "moral superstructure" based on his o^ m^ 
theory of association. 
1 o 
Basil Willey, Eighteenth Century Background ; Studies on the 
Idea of Nature in the Thought of the Period (London, 19 4 J), 
p.134. 
•""^ Ibid., p.138. 
20 
J.A. Appleyard, op. cit., p.25. 
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For a very short time Coleridge sported with this 
doctrine of deterministic materialism and accepted the 
mechanistic workings of the mind. Various passages may be 
quoted to show that Coleridge accepted the associationist 
doctrine for a few years. To Mary Evans, he writes about the 
influence of Hartley on himself : "My associations were 
irrevocably formed, and your image was blended with every 
idea". (C.L., I, 130) To Thelwall, he writes : "The difference 
in our tastes it would not be difficult to account for from the 
different feelings which we have associated with these ideas". 
(C.L., I, 281) To Southey, while criticizing one of his poems, 
he wrote : 
You, I doubt not, have associated feelings 
dear to you with the ideas... and, therefore, do 
right in retaining them. 
(C.L., I, 290) 
And again, "As to Harmony, it is all association. . . Milton is 
harmonious to me, and I absolutely nauseate Darwin's poems". 
(C.L., I, 216) Similarly, the famous passage from the 
21 
"Religious Musings" may be quoted to show the influence of 
Hartley on Coleridge. 
This influence, however, lasted for a very short time 
and it was not very profound and deep. Appleyard says that 
Coleridge was not at all influenced by Hartley's mechanistic 
philisophy; he was influenced, if at all, by the second part of 
Hartley's book. The Godwin-Hartley phase of Coleridge lasted 
from 179 4 to 1797. Hartleian thought was against the innate 
bent of Coleridge's mind which was essentially "Platonic, 
mystical and mythologizing". He could not, therefore, have 
accepted for long the theory of the passive"" and mechanistic 
21 
Complete Poetical Works of S.T. Coleridge including Poems and 
Verse, ed. E.H. Coleridge (London, 1912), Vol.1, p.123. 
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idea of the mind. In fact he was a believer in an active and 
dynamic concept of the mind. Coleridge's thought resembles more 
closely the moral and religious principles which are implicit 
in the first part of Observations on Man and become the basic 
idea of the second part. Appleyard comments : 
The real cause of the attention paid to 
associationist psychology in the study of 
Coleridge is not to be found in his political and 
religious thought during the decade of the 1790's, 
but in the later years when he turned to 
psychology and epistemology. It was then that he 
realized retrospectively the errors of the 
Hartleyan system and its foundation in Locke and 
Hobbes. There is more about associationism in the 
Biographia Literaria than anywhere else in 
Coleridge's writings, because he was at that time 
concerned not to refute a philosophy which he had 
never followed in its extremes for more than a 
year or two but to reject the whole drift of 
contemporary thought in the direction pointed out 
by Locke and Hobbes, of which Hartley was only a 
prominent popularizer and a convenient adversary.22 
In March 1801, Coleridge happily declared the overthrow 
of association when he wrote to Thomas Poole that he had 
rejected "the doctrine of association as taught by Hartley and 
with it all the irreligious metaphysics of modern infidels-
especially the doctrine of necessity". (C.L., I, 706) This 
rejection of the association can be found in Biographia 
Literaria too, where he refutes the view that "the will, and 
with the will, all acts of thought and attention are parts and 
products of this blind mechanism, instead of being distinct 
powers, whose function is to controul, determine and modify the 
23 phantasmal chaos of association". 
22 
Appleyard, op. cit., p.25. 
23 
Biographia Literaria, ed. with his aesthetical essays by J. 
Shawcross, 2 Vols. (London, 1907); Vol.1, Chap. VII, p.81. 
All the subsequent citations from B.L. are incorporated in 
the text itself with vol. no. and p.no. 
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III 
It can be said that Coleridge's theory of imagination 
was the result of his strong dissatisfaction with the empirical 
and mechanistic views of the time and "in the persuation that 
certain kinds of knowing demand an explanation that admits of 
24 
subjective participation m the knowledge act". He rejected 
the "tyranny of the senses" and despotism of the eye and called 
it a mistaken notion that "what is not imageable is likewise 
not conceivable". It may, in passing, be pointed out that 
though Coleridge insisted on going beyond the senses, the 
richness of the sensuous is not totally denied by him. We will, 
however, revert to the point later. 
The realization of the great power of imagination, 
which he suddenly discovered in one of the poems of his friend 
Wordsworth (B.L., Chap.IV; I, 58-9) led Coleridge to examine 
its nature and genesis - what it is and how it is set in 
motion. In this poem, Coleridge found the presence of a power 
which could by no means be adjusted to an associationistic 
scheme of mind. For here there was "a union of deep feeling 
with profound thought". The mind appeared not as a passive 
receiver of sense impressions but an active self-creating 
system. Wordsworth had not merely copied the images from nature 
and realistically depicted them in words but there was a "fine 
balance of both in observing with the imaginative faculty in 
modifying the objects observed". 
Coleridge calls imagination as an essential gift and 
proud privilege of a poet. Poetry, and indeed all creative 
activity, according to Coleridge, is an act of imagination. The 
24 
J.A. Appleyard, op. cit., p.94. In chapters V to IX of 
Biographia Literaria Coleridge traces the growth of his mind 
from Hartleyan associationism to transcendental idealism. 
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great faculty of imagination enables the poet to image the 
original faithfully. Imagination, according to Coleridge, is 
that special power of the mind which mediates between subject 
and object. It is thus a divine faculty which fuses keen 
perception with deep meditation and thus gives the effect of 
living organic beauty to the creation. 
One significant point of Coleridgean thought is his 
discovery of an emphatic distinction between fancy and 
imagination. No such distinction was made in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. Both were used in a "vaguely 
synonymous way to refer to the realm of fairy tale or 
25 
make-belief". Addison, for example, m the eighteenth 
century had limited the scope of imagination by making it 
dependent on the sense of sight. "It is this sense which 
furnishes the imagination with the ideal, so that by the 
pleasures of imagination or fancy (which I shall use 
promiscuously), I here mean such as arise from visible objects, 
either when we call up their ideas into our minds by paintings. 
Statues, descriptions or any the like occasion". (The Spectat-
or, No.411) By the pleasures of imagination, Addison means only 
such pleasures as arise originally from sight, and he divides 
these pleasures into two kinds, one "which enitirely proceed 
from such objects as are before our eyes" and secondly, "which 
flow from the ideas of the visible objects, when the objects 
are not actually before the eye, but are called up into our 
memories or formed into agreeable visions of things that are 
either absent or fictitious". He defines "primary" pleasures of 
imagination as those experienced upon our actually seeing 
certain objects and "secondary" pleasures as those experienced 
in our seeing good representations of the same kinds of 
objects. 
25 
Whimsatt and Brooks, op. cit., p.385. 
^^Ibid., p.257. 
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Burke enhances the function and scope of imagination 
and includes not only sense perceptions but much that comes 
"within the province of judgement", which is improved by 
attention, and by the habit of reasoning. He defines it as "the 
power of the mind to represent voluntarily the images of things 
in the order and manner in which they are received by the 
27 
senses, or to combine them in different order and manner". 
Thus, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, the conception of imagination was more or less 
determined by sensationalist psychology. Moreover, even though 
imagination was considered to be as necessary in the creation 
of a work of art, it never meant to them the "whole imaginative 
conception of a work of art, or by implication the serious 
business of reducing the chaos of experience to an artistic 
shape. When applied to Shakespeare, the sense is even more 
specific : it invariably meant his ability to create 
supernatural characters". 
For Coleridge, however, the distinction between 
imagination and fancy presented itself "as the -distinction of 
two types of philosophy even as for Wordsworth it might 
symbolize the distinction of two kinds of poetry, the poetry of 
nature and of artifice". (B.L. , Intro., p. XXV - V I ) In fact, 
there is no real difference between Coleridge's and 
Wordsworth's concepts of imagination though the latter once 
objected to Coleridge's definition of fancy as including seme 
function of imagination also. Coleridge mentions in his 
Biographia Literaria : 
27 
Burke, Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of 
the Sublime and the Beautiful (4th ed., 1964), p.15 ff. 
28 
M.M. Badawi, Coleridge : Critic of Shakespeare (Cambridce, 
1973), p.15. 
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...Mr. Wordsworth's 'only objection is that the 
definition is too general. To aggregate and to 
associate, to evoke and to combine, belong as 
well to the imagination as to the fancy'. I reply 
that if, by the power of evoking and combining, 
Mr. Wordsworth means the same as, and no more 
than, I meant by the aggregative and associative, 
I continue to deny, that it belongs at all to the 
imagination; and I am disposed to conjecture, 
that he has mistaken the co-presence of fancy 
with imagination for the operation of the latter 
singly. 
(B.L., Chap.XII; I, 19 4) 
It is clear from the preface to Lyrical Ballads that Wordsworth 
had made no such theoretical distinction and had used the terms 
virtually interchangeably- In reality, however, the only point 
of difference seems to be that while Wordsworth was interested 
in the practice of these principles, Coleridge provided a 
theoretical background. Wordsworth regarded both fancy and 
imagination as creative powers but Coleridge did not regard 
fancy as a creative power at all. It is only a combinatory 
power. In his famous definition, Coleridge defines fancy as : 
Fancy, on the contrary, has no other 
counters to play with, but fixities and 
definities. The fancy is indeed no other than the 
mode of Memory emancipated from the order of time 
and space; while it is blended with, and modified 
by that empirical phenomenon of the will, which 
we express by the word CHOICE. But equally with 
the ordinary memory the Fancy must receive all 
its materials ready-made from the law of 
association. 
(B.L., Chap.XIII; I, 202) 
Fancy combines the things into pleasing shapes,in stead 
of fusing and giving them shapes of its own. The original 
material is offered in a new combination by the function of 
fancy. It, therefore, deals with the "fixities and definities". 
The essential difference in fancy and imagination is that while 
"Imagination modifies the things it combines, and that is a 
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process of living grov;th", fancy can only "combine or 
recombine". Fancy can "shake up the counters but cannot 
transform them". Fancy is only an aggregative and associative 
power involving images and impressions; imagination deals v/ith 
insights, intuitions and emotions. Fancy is a conscious, 
willing and free activity of our choice; imagination deals with 
the unconscious. The difference between them, as Coleridge 
says, can be conceived in this way that "if the checks of the 
senses and reason are withdrawn, the first would become 
29 
delirium and second mania" (also B.L., Chap.IV; I, 62). To 
make the distinction clear, Coleridge himself quotes from 
English poetry. While imagination is a distinguishing quality 
of the poetry of Shakespeare and Milton, fancy characterises 
poets from Donne to Cowley. I.A. Richards describes the 
difference between the two examples as given by Coleridge. 
Whereas, in fancy, he says, "there is an absence of interaction between the parts of comparison", in imagination, there is a 
.ng 
31 
30 
harmonious "blending of images and feelings" Differentiating 
the two, M.H. Abrams considers fancy as a mechanical power. 
He says that Coleridge himself describes fancy as a 
"mirrorment. . . repeating simply, or by transposition", acting 
only by a sort of juxtaposition. The imagination, on rhe 
contrary, is a "synthetic", a "permeative" and a "blending, 
fusing power" based on his theory of organic growth. (B.L., I; 
Chap.V, 73; Chap.XII, 193) 
Rene Wellek, too describes the difference while making 
a parallel combination and contrast between imagination and 
genius on the one hand and fancy and talent on the other. 
29 
See Shawcross' note B.L., I, 225-6 quoting Table Talk June 
23, 1834. 
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Imagination, he says, belongs "to the level of Coleridge's 
holistic and dialectic thought". In contrast, fancy is only 
"combinator and thus mechanistic and associative". The 
preservation of fancy, according to him, is another attempt to 
"keep empirical and associationist thought undisturbed in a 
32 
subordinate position below an idealistic system". It is 
difficult to agree with Professor Rene Wellek here. In fact, 
when Coleridge defines fancy as the associative and aggregative 
power, "he is perhaps using 'associative' in the strict sense 
of aggregative, or the arranging of parts according to 
mechanical laws, by juxtaposition, increase by additive 
process, or time and space likenesses and contiguities. He is 
distinguishing this from that mental process which in 
philosophy has been called 'the law of association' and which 
is adequately characterized by a theory accounting only for the 
33 
aggregative process, which is fancy's realm. 
Fogle is nearer to the point when he accepts that fancy 
is inferior to imagination. It arranges but cannot, like 
imagination, recreate and transform its materials. In its 
sphere, it is valuable nevertheless. Without fancy, imagination 
would suffer, both in definition and as a critical tool. 
Organic unity is likewise superior to, but not independent of, 
34 . . 
mechanical unity. T.S. Eliot and Livingston Lowes insist 
that the difference between imagination and fancy is one of 
35 degree and not of kind. Eliot is of the view that Coleridge 
32 . . . 
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had "done no more than to impose it". Lowes considers 
imagination only as an intenser form of fancy, which is an 
aggregative and assimilative power. He emphasizes "source 
investigation" as the basic means of tracing the creative 
process. Richards rejects Lowes' view that the distinction 
between imagination and fancy is one of degree only. Coleridge 
had already shown us the error to which Lowes' analysis often 
seems to be tending in his statement about the difference 
between the methods of Beaumont and Fletcher, and those of 
Shakespeare. The former two work, as it were, "by fitting 
together a quarter of an orange, a lemon, a pomegranate to look 
like the round fruit. But nature which works from within cannot 
do this". Lowes tends to emphasize the elements, Coleridge, the 
growth into unity. 
Another significant characteristic of Coleridge's 
theory of imagination is his distinction between primary and 
secondary imagination. At the end of Biographia I, Coleridge 
says : 
The IMAGINATION then, I consider either as 
primary, or secondary. The primary IMAGINATION I 
hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of 
all human perception, and as a repetition in the 
finit mind of the eternal act of creation in the 
infinite I AM. The secondary imagination I 
consider as an echo of the former, co-existing 
with the conscious will, yet still as identical 
with the primary in the kind of its agency, and 
differing only in degree, and in the mode of its 
operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in 
order to recreate; or where this process is 
rendered impossible, yet still at all events it 
struggles to idealize and to unify. It is 
essentially vital, even as all objects (as 
objects) are essentially fixed and dead. 
(B.L., Chap.XIII; I, 202) 
The primary imagination is the basis, the foundation, while the 
secondary is the more specialized form of the same power. 
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Primary imagination makes perception possible. It is simply the 
power of perceiving the objects of sense - persons, places and 
things - both in their parts and as wholes. "It functions as a 
faculty in its own right and achieves the fusion of the 
concrete with the general and of the idea with the image". It 
enables to form a clear picture of the object perceived by the 
senses. It is an involuntary act of mind when confronted with a 
mingled mass of matter. In other words, it reduces, though 
unconsciously, to shape and size, making perception possible. 
Without it, we would be confronted with irregular juxtaposition 
of things, a virtual chaos. It is repetition in the human mind 
of the divine act of creation in the external universe. The 
divine consciousness is objectified in nature and likewise 
through this vital agency of the primary imagination, v/e are 
able to perceive the unity of the system which underlines God's 
creation. Thus it is clear that the primary imagination is a 
general faculty which in a way belongs to all but by its keener 
manifestation it helps human beings to have a vision of 
sublimity and creates a sense of awe. 
The secondary imagination is the conscious use of this 
power. It is a composite faculty of the soul, consisting of all 
the other faculties, perceptions, intellect, will and emotions. 
It is a more active agent than the primary imagination. The 
secondary imagination "dissolves, diffuses, dissipates in order 
to recreate". "It tries to create - i.e., draw into a closer 
37 
unity with Reason - the entire flux of images of Sense". The 
secondary imagination is a "shaping and modifying power". From 
its "plastic stress", objets emerge fashioned in its o\m 
likeness. It steeps them in its o;^ light and shade. They are 
not what they are in the external world of nature but as mind 
V.K. Gokak, Coleridge's Aesthetics (New Delhi, 1975), p.47 
^"^Ibid., p.48. 
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conceives them to be. In this process, the mind and nature act 
and react on each other. The mind colouring nature becomes one 
with nature and nature coloured by the mind becomes one v/ith 
the mind. The internal is made external and external, internal. 
In this process, object and subject are fused into one. The 
secondary imagination is akin to the primary in so far as both 
perform the common function of creating order out of the 
confusion of sense impressions. The essential difference 
between the two lies in the fact that the secondary imagination 
does not work involuntarily but is dependent on human will. 
VJith the active co-operation of human volition, it works on the 
phenomena furnished by the primary imagination. 
Thus the function of imagination, both primary and 
secondary, is the basis of all artistic activity. In the 
elaborated thesis of Coleridge, the function of imagiantion is 
operative and creative and is guided by will, understanding and 
good sense. Inner sense and higher subjective faculties help 
imagination achieve the fusion referred to above. 
The Coleridgean analysis and description of imagination, 
as contradistinguished from fancy, constitute a turning point 
in the development of critical theory and aesthetic judgement. 
It also marks a critical moment in the history of literary 
appreciation. By the end of the eighteenth century, the 
Aristotelian framework of imitative and representational 
realism had become defunct, and the time was ripe for the 
advent of a philosophical re-appraisal of the exact relationship 
between mind and reality. In a way, it was not a sudden 
development; its seeds may be discovered not only in 
neo-classical theory of the post-Restoration era but in the 
earlier Renissance humanism. The great humanists of the 
sixteenth century had in a way turned their attention away 
from the object of perception to perception itself, from 
external reality, to the mind that apprehends that reality. 
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Speculation about the nature of thought gradually led thinkers 
like Bacon, and later, the Cambridge platonists to mind as a 
creative agent in its interaction with objective reality. The 
developments, however, in mechanics, physics, optics and the 
mathematical and experimental sciences from the middle of the 
seventeenth century onwards changed the perspective for a 
while, and the growing scientism of the age coincided with the 
growth of empiricism in philosophy. The materialistic 
tendencies were nevertheless bound to result in a reaction, and 
the Coleridgean theories were an inevitable product of this 
reaction. 
The most significant result of Coleridge's view of the 
imagination was to provide criticism with a new and 
philosophically satisfying scale of values for literary 
appreciation. The concept of the freedom of human mind from the 
contingencies of the circumscribing material-empirical reality 
led, on the one hand, to the almost miraculous creative 
activity in the early years of the nineteenth century, and, on 
the other hand, it gave criticism a measure of the greatness of 
poets like Shakespeare and Milton. The distinction between 
imagination and fancy served in the hands of Coleridge as an 
extremely useful tool for the analysis of the sources of 
Shakespeare's true greatness. It will be our endeavour in the 
central chapters of this thesis to see how Coleridge's 
greatness as a critic of Shakespeare emanates from his 
philosophical concern with the nature of imagination. 
Coleridge's insistence that Shakespeare's judgement was 
commensurate with his genius, his highlighting of the 
non-mechanical nature of the unity of Shakespeare's plays, his 
occasional attempts to view aspects of the psychology of 
Shakespeare's characters as proceeding from the underlying 
unitive vision of particular plays, all these are dependent 
upon Coleridge's theory of the imagination and it was for this 
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reason that we chose to traverse some familiar ground in the 
preceding pages. It is for the same reason that in the 
remaining part of this chapter we will discuss the organicist 
theories of Coleridge. From German philosphers and thinkers, 
Coleridge derived the main idea of his theory of organicism. 
Apart from A.W. Schlegel under whose "tutelage" Coleridge first 
distinguished between organic and mechanical forms in arts, he 
was very well acquainted with other philosophers of German 
organology like Plotinus, Giordano Bruno, Leibnitz, Boheme and 
other writers in the occult tradition. Coleridge himself 
acknowledges his indebtedness to Schlegel in a very short 
lecture note where he clearly points out that the thought of 
organicism comes to him from "a continental critic". However, 
apart from the influence of German v\7riters, Coleridge's theory 
of organicism may be regarded as the indirect outcome of his 
views of imagination and fancy. It will become clear from the 
following definition that he considers organic form as the 
product of imagination and mechanical form as the product of 
fancy. While making a distinction between organic and 
mechanical forms, Coleridge says : 
The form is mechanic, when on any given 
material we impress a pre-determined form, not 
necessarily arising out of the properties of the 
material, as when to a mass of wet clay we give 
whatever shape we wish it to retain when 
hardened. The organic form, on the other hand, is 
innate; it shapes as it develops itself from 
within, and the fullness of its development is 
one and the same with the perfection of the 
outward form.39 
•DO 
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Thus organic unity implies the inseparability of form 
from the content. In organic unity, the formal principle lies 
within, and "the outlines of the formed objects are the outer 
limits of creative impulse". In another of his lecture notes 
i.e., in the ninth lecture of the 1811-12 series, Coleridge 
makes the distinction more clear : 
Before I go further, I may take the 
opportunity of explaining what is meant by 
mechanic and organic regularity. In the former the 
copy must appear as if it had come out of the 
same mould with the original; in the latter there 
is a law which all the parts obey, conforming 
themselves to the outward symbols and 
manifestations of the essential principles. If we 
look to the growth of trees, for instance, 
we shall observe that trees of the same kind vary 
considerably, according to the circumstances of 
soil, air or position; yet we are able to decide 
at once whether they are oaks, elms or poplars.40 
From the above definition, certain characteristics of 
Coleridge's view of organic form can be derived : Organic form 
is characterized by its individual quality. Coleridge here 
differs from Aristotle and the neo-classical writers. Contrary 
to them, Coleridge maintains that each work of art is unique 
and it is this criterion of uniqueness that makes it different 
from other works of art. Each work of art can be judged only 
according to those laws that are proper to its own nature and 
not by any other outside principle. For example, he says that 
the growth and development of trees like oaks, elms or poplar 
are influenced by the circumstances in which they grow. The 
qualities of each tree have something in common with the other 
trees of the Scime class but it is knovi^ n precisely by its own 
inherent qualities. This recognition of the claims of 
individuality does not, however, lead to critical anarchy. 
Fogle says "Coleridge, as he seeks balance everywhere, seeks 
'^^Ibid. , vol.11, p.170. 
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here the perfect balance between the universal and the 
particular and tries to describe his objects as individual, in 
41 kind and m its universal significance". This individuality 
of a work of art can never be realized in isolation of the 
parts from the whole since the parts are only the "outward 
symbols and manifestations of the essential principle". Thus 
conceived/ the relation betwen the whole and the parts is a 
vision of unity in variety or, as Coleridge prefers to say, "of 
unity in multeity". 
It is in relation to the concept of "organic form" that 
we can understand the significance of Coleridge's definition of 
a poem as : 
...That species of composition, which is opposed 
to works of science, by proposing for its 
immediate object pleasure, not truth; and from 
all other species (having this object in common 
with it) it is discriminated by proposing to 
itself such delight from the whole, as is 
compatible with a distinct gratification from 
each component part. 
(B.L., II; Chap.XIV, 10) 
Here Coleridge indicates that the distinction between 
a work of art and that of science depends upon the nature of 
the intended aim or end - science having one end in view, while 
poetry has another. The end of poetry is to provide pleasure 
and not truth and this pleasure resulting from the whole is 
contributed by the parts. "Poetry" he says, "would cease to be 
poetry and sink into a mechanical art" if a rule is given from 
without. If every part of a work of art, every word in poetry 
contributes towards the setting forth of "truths" embodied in 
it, its meaning, its main theme and interest, then the form is 
to be praised. Otherwise, the work is deficient in form. To 
Coleridge, the complete inter-dependence of constituent 
41 
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elements of a play is always the criterion of dramatic 
excellence. This is perhaps the reason that in spite of his 
enthusiasm for Romeo and Juliet, Coleridge regards it as an 
"immature work" compared with other plays of Shakespeare. 
Through this distinction between organic and mechanical 
forms in art, Coleridge could settle the dispute over the 
superiority of genius . or judgement which had remained 
unresolved till the end of the eighteenth century. 
Neo-classical critics like Dryden, Addison, Pope and Johnson 
were all bewildered by the skill of Shakespeare in the dramatic 
field. Shakespeare did not follow any rule which they 
considered necessary for the composition of a work of art, yet 
he was mysteriously more successful than any of his 
contemporaries. Dryden and his contemporaries appreciated 
Shakespeare's "wild genius" and regarded him as a "child of 
nature" but could not accept him as equal to Ben Jonson. They 
tried to defend him, yet the gap between genius and judgement, 
art and nature remained unresolved. It is to be noted here that 
Coleridge did not reject the method of neo-classical critics 
but transcended it. For him, Shakespeare possessed a native 
wisdom and intuitive judgement which enabled him in creating 
plays that are still considered superb. In Shakespeare, there 
is a reconciliation of the two dialectic approaches. 
Nature, the prime genial artist, 
inexhaustible in diverse powers, is equally 
inexhaustible in forms. Each exterior is the 
physiognomy of the being within, its true image 
reflected and thrown out from the concave mirror. 
And even such is the appropriate excellence of 
her chosen poet, of our own Shakespeare, himself 
a nature humanized, a genial understanding 
directing self-consciously a power and an 
implicit wisdom deeper than consciousness.^^3 
Raysor, op. cit., vol. II, pp.128-9 
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Coleridge considers that genius and judgement, though 
opposites, can be blended harmoniously. In fact, both are 
complementary as one cannot be realized in the absence of the 
other. Shakespeare did not observe the superficial rules of art 
but there is no lawlessness or "chaos" in his works since there 
is an inner law which gives his works an organic unity not 
imposed from outside but developed within the play. As we shall 
see in a later chapter, Coleridge treats a Shakespearian 
character not only as an individual but as part of the total 
design of the play. Some basic philosophic idea shapes his 
entire play. "Shakespeare", Coleridge says, "adheres to the 
great law of nature that opposites tend to attract and temper 
each other" and Shakespeare produces a whole by "the balance, 
counteraction, inter-modification, and final harmony of 
differents". 
Having recapitulated for the reader the main elements 
of Coleridgean theory in the present chapter, we will now go on 
to trace at some length the significant features of 
Shakespearian character criticism in the eighteenth century. We 
would plead with the reader of the present work to bear with us 
for a while as we attempt to show that what pre-Coleridgean 
criticism of Shakespeare's characters lacks is exactly the kind 
of theoretical framework that Coleridge provides for the first 
time in the history of Shakespeare's criticism in England. 
Neither the chapter just concluded nor the one that follows may 
be considered as irrelevant to our present thesis. The two 
chapters are, as we said in the Preface,crucial to the central 
ideas underlying the present work : Coleridge is a 
psychological critic, no doubt, but much more importantly, he 
may be regarded as the founder of the philosophical criticism 
of Shakespeare. In the second place, Coleridge's greatness as a 
Shakespearian critic rests on his discovery and development of 
a sound theoretical standpoint from which to approach 
Shakespeare's creative genius. The two ideas, it is also our 
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contention, are inter-related. While engaged in theoretical 
issues like the nature of imagination and of organic form, 
Coleridge was working his way towards a discovery of the vision 
of life underlying Shakespeare's plays. To say that 
Shakespeare's plays are products of unifying, idealising and 
dialectically-oriented imagination is tentamount to saying that 
Shakespeare was engaged in discovering and evolving significant 
and coherent forms out of the welter of experience. And that is 
the same as to say that Shakespeare was concerned in the most 
creative way not only with imaginative beauty but also with the 
truth of imagination. 
In order to realize the full force of the two ideas in 
chapters IV, V and VI, we have to go back to the origins of the 
character-criticism of Shakespeare at the end of the 
seventeenth century and see how the neo-classical framework of 
decorum and propriety was replaced towards the end of the 
eighteenth century by psychological and non-Aristotelian 
realism. During the whole course of this progress, however, we 
never once come across the ideas that Coleridge was to bring to 
bear on Shakespeare criticism. 
CHAPTER - III 
CHARACTER CRITICISM IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
As stated earlier, the validity of our contention 
regarding the novelty of Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare's 
characters cannot truly be appreciated without taking into 
account the range and variety of the criticism of Shakespeare's 
characters up to the end of the eighteenth century. It is for 
this reason that the reader of the present work is urged to 
appreciate the relevance of what follows in this chapter. It 
will be seen that though character-criticism passes through a 
number of phases from the time of its beginning in 
neo-Aristotelian ideas at the end of the seventeenth century to 
the purely psychological approach at the end of the eighteenth, 
it yet never comes close to the Coleridgean attempt to see 
character not only in purely psychological perspective but as 
an element in the totality of Shakespeare's vision of which 
particualr plays are embodiments. It is also our view that this 
holistic approach to character was made possible by the 
peculiar philosophical stance adopted by Coleridge 
independently and with help from contemporary German criticism. 
Such a stance is totally absent from the criticism of the 
preceding age. Thus, an account of the character criticisn of 
the eighteenth century is absolutely relevant to a study of 
Coleridge's contribution to Shakespeare criticism. 
It may be argued that a similar account of the 
criticism of Shakespeare's plays in the eighteenth century 
should also have been included in the present work since it 
discusses Coleridge's criticism not only of Shakespeare's 
characters but also of his plays. That we have not done so is 
mainly due to the fact that the eighteenth century criticisn of 
Shakespeare is almost totally the criticism of characters. 
There were a few half-hearted attempts made towards formalistic 
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critiques of a few plays. Such criticism may, hov/ever, be 
ignored since it is negligible, if not vitiated by narrow, neo-
classical dogmatism of the Rymer variety. Moreover, in our 
discussion in the present chapter we have extended the scope of 
character-criticism slightly to include occasional comments on 
the plays also. 
Professor Brian Vickers, the editor of the Critical 
Heritage volumes on Shakespeare and now the foremost authority 
on the early criticism of Shakespeare, has rightly pointed out 
that "an interest in Shakespeare's characters is as old as an 
interest in Shakespeare himself". Professor Vickers's opinion, 
of course, derives its strength from his close familiarity with 
early comments on Shakespeare. We can reinforce the validity of 
the above statement by a reference to Shakespeare Allusion Book 
which clearly show how keen was the interest evoked by 
Shakespeare's characters. Shakespeare's remarkably mimetic art 
caught the imagination of his contemporaries and immediate 
successors so much so that Falstaff, Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth 
and Lear became living realities, and by the middle of the 
eighteenth century emerged as an integral part of the national 
mythos. However, the imaginative appeal of Shakespeare's major 
characters, something which we can never accurately measure, is 
one thing and the ability to appraise these characters 
critically and to account for this aspect of Shakespeare's art 
adequately is another. While going through the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century Shakespearian criticism, we find that the 
critical estimate of Shakespeare's characters differed widely 
from phase to phase so much so that till the 
moment immediately before Coleridge's treatment of the subject, 
the criticism dealing with Shakespeare's characters had not 
Brian Vickers, "The Emergence of Character Criticism, 1774-
1800" Shakespeare Survey, 34 (1981), p.11. 
55 
only reached a higher point of attainment in quantitative terms 
but had also passed through a number of evolutionary stages. 
Our present theme, i.e., the critical treatment of 
Shakespeare's characters up to the end of the eighteenth 
century, is an extremely interesting one and deserves extensive 
considerations. The subject has already received attention from 
scholars and, before dealing with the theme ourselves with our 
own requirements in mind, we will first give a brief resume 
without comment of other scholars' views in what follows. It is 
necessary to do so because in our modest opinion the subject 
has not so far received the treatment it deserves. After the 
account of other scholars' treatment of the subject, we will 
cast a close and critical look at eighteenth century views of 
Shakespeare's characters in a changing and evolving 
perspective. 
D. Nichol Smith, in the Introduction to his edition of 
the Eighteenth Century Essays on Shakespeare (1903, 1963) 
states that the third quarter of the eighteenth century, and 
not the first quarter of the nineteenth, is the true period of 
transition in Shakespearian criticism. It is during this time 
that there started a far-reaching change in the literary 
appreciation of Shakespeare, and this phenomenon in fact 
announced the advent of the school of Coleridge and Hazlitt. 
Shakespeare's characters nov? became the main topic of 
criticism. 
In another of his book, Shakespeare in the Eighteenth 
Century (1928), Nichol Smith presents a brief but illuminating 
account of the character critics in the last part of the 
eighteenth century. Here he points out that ''a change from the 
3 general criticism to examination of characters and motives" 
2 . . . 
D. Nichol Smith, Eighteenth Century Essays on Shakespeare 2nd 
ed. (Oxford, 1963), p. xxxii-xxxviii. 
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1928), p.80. 
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was heralded by the Notes of Dr. Johnson, though carried over 
by Warton and others. Critics now started studying "Shakespeare 
4 
through his characters". 
Nichol Smith may rightly be regarded as a pioneer 
scholar studying the subject of the history of Shakespearian 
criticism. There is no doubt that Furness in the ninteenth 
century was the first among scholars to study earlier criticism 
of Shakespeare methodically since he gives careful selections 
from it as appendices in the variorum editions of the plays he 
edited. Furness, however, does not seem to possess much 
historical and evolutionary sense. It was Smith and his 
colleague, Walter Raleigh , who first adopted a truly 
historical approach. In his Introduction to the Eighteenth 
Century Essays on Shakespeare, Smith seems to dispel the 
popular notion that character criticism really began with the 
Romantic critics of Shakespeare. His extensive study of the 
eighteenth century Shakespeare criticism led him to believe, as 
we have noted above, that the real beginning of character 
criticism was in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. 
The next study of our subject is an article by T.M. 
Raysor (192 7) which is further supplemented by his Introduction 
to the two-volume edition of Coleridge's Shakespearean 
Criticism (1930). Contrary to D.N. Smith's opinion, Raysor 
argues that character criticism which reached a high degree of 
4 
Ibid., p.84. 
5 
Walter Raleigh, Shakespeare (London, 1907). 
T.M. Raysor, "The Study of Shakespeare's Characters in the 
Eighteenth Century", Modern Language Notes, 42 (1927), 
pp.495-500; Coleridge's Shakespearian Criticism, ec. Raysor 
(London, 1930), Vol.1, pp.xxi-xxiii. 
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development in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth 
century was not independent of what had gone before- Raysor's 
main thesis is that there is no break between neo-classical and 
romantic periods so far as the criticism of Shakespeare's 
characters is concerned. He finds a continuity where Smith had 
found a break. According to Raysor, the idea of character 
appreciation was latent even in the neo-classical critical 
tradition for critics like Warton, Dr. Johnson, Richardson and 
Whately could praise Shakespeare's art of characterization and 
its "universality and excellence" without the "slightest 
disloyalty to Aristotle". Raysor believes that the rise of the 
Romantic movement, however, hastened the process since the 
Romantic love of personal individuality paved the way for the 
development of character criticism as an independent form. 
In his study of Coleridge's Shakespearian Criticism 
7 (1973), M.M. Badawi has some passing remarks to make on the 
subject of Shakespearian criticism in the eighteenth century. 
He clearly echoes Raysor when he says that the eighteenth 
century conception of dramatic character was essentially 
neo-classical and Aristotelian. According to him, the 
traditional theory of mimesis or representation played a 
critical role in character conception and criticism. Since 
drama was considered to be a copy of life, dramatic personages 
in a play were visualised as replicas of living human beings. 
This attitude that regarded Shakespeare's characters as real 
beings was implicit from the very beginning of the eighteenth 
century but it came to be pronounced in the later part of the 
century. Even in the beginning under the influence of Dennis 
and the newly discovered Longinus, critics had begun to analyse 
emotions connected with the sublime and, therefore, there was a 
movement away from formal to psychological criticism. Thus the 
7 
M.M. Badawi, Coleridge : Critic of Shakespeare (Cambridge, 
1973), pp.16-20. 
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salience of character approach to Shakespearian drama late in 
the eighteenth century is an undeniable fact so much so that/ 
as Badawi points out, "unity of character" gradually usurped 
the place of the old unities in the writings of critics. 
J.W. Donohue's book (Dramatic Characters in the English 
Q 
Romantic Age (1979) ) on the critical tradition of two of 
Shakespeare's major characters viz., Macbeth and Richard III, 
is of considerable interest. The purpose of Donohue's study is 
to trace the growing critical fascination in the late 
eighteenth century with Shakespeare's great tragic figures in 
the context of contemporary intellectual interests. Donohue 
envisages a process of growth and evolution in critical 
attitudes during the years between Johnson and Hazlitt. The 
growth is in terms of increasing psychological interests. 
Donohue shows how notions of dramatic character evolved 
alongside the theory of sympathetic imagination. The 
contemporary study of Macbeth and Richard III, says Donohue, 
reflects not only development in psychology but also a changed 
view of nature •— particularly the idea that landscape acts as 
stimulus to emotions. Macbeth and Richard III emerged as two 
opposite types of dramatic characters in the criticism of the 
late eighteenth century. Their minds, however, came to be 
regarded "as archetypes of the human mind in its varied 
9 
reactions to the impinging outside world". Richardson, for 
example, examines character not for its own sake but as 
illustration of the way in which the human mind changes in 
different situations according to the nature of the ruling 
passion. 
0 
J.W. Donohue, Jr., Dramatic Character in the English Romantic 
Age (Princeton, 1979), pp.189-215. 
^Ibid., p.190. 
59 
Donohue thus finds the Shakespeare character criticism 
of the late eighteenth century as interesting in terms of 
developments in the field of psychological thought. This is 
interesting in itself, and we will come back to the subject 
when we analyse the eighteenth century character criticism in 
our next section. However, more interesting from the point of 
view of our present concern (i.e., what the scholars have so 
far said about the changing patterns in eighteenth century 
character criticism of Shakespeare) is the fact that Donohue too 
finds the criticism of the earlier part of the century to be 
formalist in its approach. He says that the periodical essays 
in the early decades devote only intermittent attention to 
characters (particularly those of Macbeth and Richard III). The 
interest in the theory of Longinian sublime and in the 
formalist aesthetics of dramatic design plainly outweighs 
interest in dramatic character. What Donohue fails to suggest, 
however, is the fact that, as we shall later see, whatever 
interest there was in dramatic characters of Shakespeare was in 
itself a continuation of interest in formalist features of 
dramatic art. We will try to show that early eighteenth 
century idea of character was ultimately derived from 
neo-classical theory and was qualitatively different from 
character appraisal towards the close of the century which 
later on paved the way for philosophical analysis of these 
characters by Coleridge. 
The ample introductory essays by Brian Vickers in his 
edition of exhaustive selections from early Shakespeare 
criticism up to bhe Romantic period present useful surveys of 
trends and tendencies in the period covered by each of the six 
volumes. These introductory essays, however, are diffuse and 
occasionally repetitive since each of them deals with the 
Shakespeare, The Critical Heritage, ed. Brian Vickers (1974-
1981, London). References from all the six volumes are given 
in the text with volume no. and page no. 
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matter in a particular volume. It would therefore be more 
useful to turn our attention to one of his articles"'""^  dealing 
directly with our present theme. In this paper. Professor 
Vickers deals with the salient features of the Shakespeare 
criticism of the last quarter of the eighteenth century. 
According to Vickers, Shakespeare critics in the early 
part of the century treated characters only as part of the 
formal design of a play i.e., only as one constituent of the 
traditional neo-classical categories of action, plot, 
characters, manners, instruction and diction. As opposed to 
this, in the last quarter of the eighteenth century a change 
was taking place. Characters began to be analyzed as 
independent entities, in isolation from plot and language. This 
new approach, however, was not a result of any conscious or 
deliberate effort on the part of the critics but a result of a 
dynamic process of growth within the neo-classical framework, a 
result of "the chain-reaction" within the neo-classical system. 
Though most of the critics of the time were still preoccupied 
with the twin demands of the traditional neo-classical doctrine 
i.e., consistency of characters and fulfilment of some moral 
purpose, yet the "development", as Vickers says, was "internal 
where both parties appeal to the same criteria, yet where the 
final position breaks the system that produced these 
12 
criteria". 
Vickers makes this thesis clear by analysing these two 
contradictory critical approaches of the time. He says that 
while the orthodox critics "lamented" the lack of consistency 
in the character of Hamlet, character critics whole-heartedly 
embraced the "diagnosis" of inconsistency and sought for an 
explanation of it within the character of Hamlet. They 
Brian Vickers/ Shakespeare Survey, op. cit., pp.11-21 
12 
Ibid., p.12. 
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emphasized that these inconsistencies were not the result of 
faulty characterization on the part of the dramatist but part 
of the very spirit in which the character was created. Vickers 
argues that in their enthusiasm to justify Hamlet's character, 
these critics took recourse to psychology. A more or less 
similar explanation bordering on the psychological was given to 
the problems of Hamlet's delay and his madness. A psychological 
explanation of these moral problems, however, reduced Hamlet 
to the position of a coward who was afraid of taking revenge. 
Brian Vickers concludes that, not only in their 
analysis of the character of Hamlet but also in that of Macbeth 
and Falstaff, these critics chose the same way i.e., the 
analysis of moral problems in psychological terms. However, we 
are not concerned here with what Vickers has to say about the 
late eighteenth century critiques of Hamlet and other 
Shakespearian characters; we are more interested in the general 
pattern of gro^ i:h in critical tendencies. In this connection, 
it is important to note that, according to Vickers, the general 
framework remained unchanged even in the closing years of the 
eighteenth century. He clearly says that the psychological 
analyses of Shakespearian characters were not derived from a 
fresh interpretation overtly psychological in character. As we 
shall soon see, even this version of the pattern of growth in 
character criticism in the eighteenth century does not agree 
with what we shall ourselves discover after an objective 
analysis of relevant material. The framework may not have 
changed or the interpretation may not have been dogmatically or 
self-consciously psychological but the very fact of a 
heightened awareness of Shakespeare's subtle portrayal of 
motivation behind action or inaction did bring out a shift of 
emphasis and a qualitative change which resulted in further 
development in the criticism of Shakespearian characters in the 
early nineteenth century. 
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Some advance xs registered m John Bligh's article 
13 (1984) published soon after Vickers's volumes. His approach 
is more comprehensive in the sense that he does not confine 
himself to the last quarter of the eighteenth century but 
covers a wider period. First he selects critics like Lady 
Margaret Cavendish, Alexander Pope, Dr. Johnson, Lord Kames and 
Maurice Morgann. These critics praised Shakespeare's skill in 
portraying character in general terms. While doing so, Bligh 
says, they did not try to judge Shakespeare according to the 
neo-classical rules. Bligh further points out that the only 
available method of detailed character criticism was 
neo-classical. On the pattern of Aristotle and Horace, Dryden 
and others had a set of four rules. A good character must be 
apparent, true to type, true to tradition and consistent. These 
criteria were rigidly employed by some of Dryden's 
contemporaries like Rymer. Gentleman and Dennis. When 
intelligently applied, however, to Shakespeare's characters, 
these caused trouble. Therefore some critics realized the 
inadequacy of these rules, and pursued a wide variety of 
independent purposes : 
...to explain in what way Shakespeare's characters 
are superior to those of other dramatists 
(laudatory criticism); to defend Shakespeare 
against charges of unskillful dramatization 
(apolezetic criticism); to defend reputation of a 
loved character against moral judgements 
(vindicatory criticism); to correct the inadequate 
character sketches of earlier critics (corrective 
criticism); to help actors to discriminate one 
role from another (comparative criticism); to help 
actors to find self-consistency in difficult roles 
(genetic criticism); to help actors particularly 
in minor roles, to see how their parts fit into 
the unity of the whole (organic criticism); to 
help theatre goers to derive moral profits from 
their visits to the theatre (moralizing criticism) ; 
13 John Bligh, "Shakespearian Character Study to 1800" Shakespeare 
Survey, 37 (1984), pp.141-149. 
63 
and to extract laws about the workings of the 
human mind for the advancement of psychology and 
ethics (philosophical criticism). 
The above analysis of the different purposes for which 
character criticism was employed in the eighteenth century is 
exhaustive indeed. Its variety, however, overshadows the 
determined and unified way in which character criticism was 
moving towards a definite goal. Trends in a historical movement 
cannot be traced easily if we adopt the point of view of 
individual participants and confine our attention to particular 
moments as they succeed one another. We are obliged, on the 
other hand, to look at the past from the vantage point of a 
later development where the long historical process seems to 
have reached a fully realized goal. Now there is little doubt 
that the process of a concern with Shakespearian characters 
that began in the rudimentary comments on the subjects in the 
seventeenth century ultimately reached its fruition and near 
perfection in Coleridge and his contemporaries so much so that 
in the nineteenth century it liberated itself from all 
formalistic considerations. Thus a study of character criticism 
in the eighteenth century must approach its subject-matter from 
the point of view of later developments. It is Coleridge indeed 
who provides us the vantage point from where to look at the 
past. In our brief consideration of character criticism in the 
eighteenth century, we will approach the subject within the 
framework just outlined. We feel that the studies mentioned 
above, though perceptive in their own way, lack this 
perspective. 
Moreover, the scholars who have written about the 
subject have ignored one important aspect of the eighteenth 
century character criticism of Shakespeare. They have not 
highlighted the fact that when character criticism begins in 
the late seventeenth century, it is dominated by considerations 
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of decorum. We find Rymer and, to some extent, Dennis and 
Gildon writing about Shakespeare's characters purely from the 
point of view of dogmatic neo-classical theory especially as 
developed in seventeenth century France. With the coming of the 
eighteenth century, however, character criticism undergoes a 
change. It becomes more appreciative of Shakespeare because it 
discovers an ally in the science of psychology. We are not 
suggesting that the entire corpus of the eighteenth century 
Shakespearian character criticism is dominated by psychological 
considerations. We are only suggesting that, as the century 
advances, character criticism becomes more autonomous and 
acquires a patently psychological interest till it gains a 
philosophical and aesthetically more coherent, character in the 
hands of Coleridge. The importance of Coleridge as a critic of 
Shakespeare lies in the fact that he supplied a new theoretical 
framework to study Shakespeare's plays. 
II 
From 1500 up to the end of the eighteenth century, 
critical theories and ideas about literature remained more or 
less unchanged and may be described as neo-classical. During 
this period, the idea of the dramatic character was developed 
in the light of the theory of decorum as propounded by 
Aristotle and Horace and presented with modification by 
Renissance commentators like Scaliger and Castelvetro in their 
works on Aristotle. The Aristotelian conception of dramatic 
character in tragedy is well-kno\m and need not be discussed 
here. Since, however, it played such a crucial role in the 
Renissance and eighteenth century criticism and since the 
Aristotelian framework came to be ignored and then rejected by 
later criticism, we will briefly remind ourselves of its 
essentials. 
Aristotle thought of dramatic character (in tragedy) as 
possessing four important characteristics. The primary 
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requisite is that he should be "good". This Aristotelian 
injunction has raised innumerable problems since the Renissance 
but we are not concerned with critical issues provoked by this 
difficult Aristotelian proposition in general or its 
interpretation by modern scholars and critics. We would only 
suggest that the neo-classical commentators seized upon this 
feature and related it to the doctrine of poetic justice and to 
the moral impact of drama. 
The next Aristotelian dictum, i.e., that character 
should be"appropriate", too, has been variously interpreted. In 
the neo-classical period, being "appropriate" was closely 
approached in the light of the idea of "decorum" in its social 
sense. "Appropriateness" was rather crudely and narrowly 
interpreted in the dogmatic criticism of the Restoration and 
Augustan periods, leading critics like Rymer and Voltaire to 
grossly undervalue, and even ridicule, plays like Othello and 
Hamlet. 
The next idea, that characters should be made "like", 
was interpreted in the neo-classical age more or less in the 
same way as in much modern interpretation. It was approached in 
the light of the doctrine of verisimilitude or vraisemblance. 
The interpretation of "like" as "like the original", i.e., 
"like the original in history or legend" (as in Bywater) was 
available in the neo-classical period but was not made much use 
of in the Shakespearian criticism of the period. The reason 
probably was that, unlike in ancient Greece, the legendary or 
historical prototypes of characters like Hamlet, Macbeth and 
King Lear were not at all widely known to the public for which 
Shakespeare wrote his plays and so they could not be used as 
points of departure for critiques of Shakespearian characters. 
The final Aristotelian dictum about dramatic character 
laid stress on "consistency". As modern interpretations suggest, 
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Aristotle did not thereby recommend a dead and uninteresting 
uniformity. He was probably hinting at a living coherence 
v;hich, however, did not exclude the possibility of "consistent 
inconsistency". This Aristotelian principle was interpreted by 
neo-classical critics rather narrov/ly ignoring the 
qualification that Aristotle himself had made. Towards the 
close of the eighteenth century, inconsistency in character 
itself (not overall consistency of which it was a part) became 
an object of interest, and thus the Aristotelian principle 
became irrelevant. 
The above was a brief attempt to define the 
Aristotelian conception of character in the form in which it 
was available to the neo-classical age. This framework provided 
the parameters within which Shakespearian characters were 
approached by the earliest of the neo-classical critics. In 
what follows, it shall be our endeavour to see in what subtle 
ways this framework came to be overshadowed by newer and 
unforeseen influences so much so that by the end of the 
eighteenth century, criticism of Shakespearian characters, 
though nominally still owing allegiance to Aristotle, was yet a 
thing of a very different order. 
Let us once again clearly and emphatically point out at 
this stage that we are not trying to present in this chapter a 
brief history of the character criticism of Shakespeare in the 
eighteenth century. For, to attempt to do so would be rather 
irrelevant in an account of Coleridge's criticism of 
Shakespeare's characters. Our approach, on the other hand, is 
entirely focussed on Coleridge, and what we are doing here is 
to provide a kind of perspective on his character criticism. 
The present discussion is directly related to what played a 
crucial role in Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare — the 
inter-textual tensions that shaped the course and extent of 
Coleridge's encounter with Shakespeare. Our approach is 
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thematic and selective rather than chronological and 
exhaustive. In part of what follows, an attempt will be made to 
present a total contrast to Coleridge in a brief account of a 
few dogmatic neo-classical critics of Shakespeare. Thereafter, 
with a side glance at the factors responsible for the rise of 
the individual-oriented psychological approach, we shall try to 
give some idea of pre-romantic criticism that finally led to 
the aesthetically more satisfying Coleridgean approach to 
Shakespeare's characters and plays. In occasional 
cross-references, it is hoped, the pattern of contrasts and 
similarities will emerge to justify the relevance of the 
present chapter. 
Since "characters are no other than inclinations, as 
they appear in the several persons of the Poem" (Vickers, I, 
257). Dryden defines character as that which "distinguishes one 
man from another". Moreover, it is "a composition of qualities 
which are not contrary to one another in the same person". Thus 
a person may be liberal and valiant, but not liberal and 
covetous. Having thus defined character, he prescribes a set of 
four rules (Vickers, I, 257), more or less similar to that 
prescribed by Aristotle, which ought to be followed by a 
dramatist. 
Dryden applies these rules to Shakespeare's characters 
and comes to the conclusion that Shakespeare's characters are 
better than those of Fletcher but inferior to Ben Jonson's. 
Dryden lays down another criterion when he says that one 
particular attribute - virtue, vice or passion - ought to be 
sho^ 'm as predominant over others. However, the dramatist must 
take care not to exaggerate such a predominant attribute since 
the excess of a particular vice or virtue would destroy the 
credibility of the character. 
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It is on the ground of credibility that Dryden analyses 
the character of Caliban. At first sighty it appears that such 
a creature does not exist in nature for [Shakespeare] makes him 
a Species of himself begotten by Incubus on a witch. But even 
such a creature is traceable in separate popular notions of 
spirit and witch. Dryden thus tries to justify Shakespeare's 
practice in the light of the neo-classical dogma : 
Whether or no his Generation can be defended, 
I leave to philosophy; but of this I am certain, 
that the poet has most judiciously furnished him 
with a person, a Language, and a character, which 
will suit him, both by Fathers and Mothers sice; 
he has all the discontents and malice of a Witch, 
and of a Devil; besides a convenient proportion of 
the deadly sins; Gluttony, Sloth, and Lust, are 
manifest; the dejectedness of a slave is likewise 
given him, and the ignorance of one bred up in a 
Desert Island. His person is monstrous, as he is 
the product of unnatural Lust; and his language is 
as hobgoblin as his person : in all things he is 
distinguished from other mortals. 
(Vickers, I, 260) 
The main concern of the neo-classical critics was with 
the theory of Decorum and they approached character in the 
light of this theory. The most representative exemplar of the 
application of the neo-classical theory to Shakespeare's 
character is Rymer who writes in perfect consistency with the 
prevalent critical framework. He examines Othello according to 
the strict neo-Aristotelian categories of Fable, Characters, 
thoughts. Instruction and Language and attacks Shakespeare for 
not following the rules. His most bitter attack is on 
Shakespeare's characterisation as it violates all norms of 
decorum. For Rymer, Shakespeare's characters do not conform to 
history or tradition. Shakespeare alters the design of 
Cinthio's novel and "bestows a name to his Moor and styles him 
the Moor of Venice: a Note of pre-eminence which neither 
History nor Heraldry can allow him, ...But we see no such Cause 
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.for the Moor's preferment to that dignity" (Vickers, II, 27). 
Similarly there is the Moor's v?ife raised from the status of a 
simple citizen in Cinthio's novel to be Desdemona. "All this" 
says Rymer, "is very strange and therefore pleases such as 
reflect not on the improbability". 
Rymer dismisses Shakespeare's characters also as 
unnatural and improper. They are not true to their type. 
Othello, for example, does not have the character of a General. 
When motivated by his jealousy, he decides to take revenge. He 
asks lago to kill Cassio "the fighting part" and chooses for 
himself a woman who can never make any resistance. "His Love 
and Jealousie are no part of a souldier's Character unless for 
comedy" (Vickers, II, 29) . Similarly lago does not conform to 
the character of a soldier. "Yet never in Tragedy, nor in 
Comedy, nor in Nature was a souldier with his character". In 
order to prove his view, Rymer quotes Horace who, in his Ars 
Poetica, describes the characteristics of a soldier : 
"impatient, passionate, ruthless, fierce". Contrary to this, 
Shakespeare has given the character of a thorough villain to 
lago. Desdemona, too, is "far too naive for a Venetian lady". 
Thus, there is nothing in the character "either for the profit 
or to delight the Audience" (Vickers, I, 30). Rymer attacks 
Shakespeare for violating the principle of "selective mimesis" 
(Vickers, Intro. Ill, 2). 
Rymer is of the view that Shakespeare was well aware of 
the fact that his characterization was not consistent, and was 
contrary to the accepted norms. However, he drew them in order 
to please "Carpenters and Coblers". Rymer puts into a dilemma 
those neo-classical critics who could not remain unaffected by 
the genius -of Shakespeare. He carried out his evaluation of 
Shakespeare's characters strictly according to the accepted 
doctrines yet the results were bewildering. Shakespeare did not 
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conform to the tenets of neo-Aristotelianism and Rymer 
denounced him and found him worthless in every category. The 
appeal of Shakespeare, however, was so strong that other 
critics tried to defend him though still working within the 
neo-classical system. Such critics discovered what Brian 
Vickers has called some "escape clauses". Shakespeare's sins 
were excused as they were the result of the crude taste of the 
time in which Shakespeare wrote. The other strategy was to 
concede Shakespeare's faults but "assert that he was great 
notwithstanding them" (Vickers, Intro. II, 9). 
Gildon v;as one of the important traditional critics who 
protested against Rymer's peculiar application of neo-classical 
rules to Shakespeare's characters (Vickers, II, 63-85). Gildon 
seeks to answer the objections raised by Rymer though, of 
course, he has no desire to move out of the conventional 
framework. Gildon justifies the characters of Othello and 
Desdemona by giving examples from history. He cites the example 
of Dido marrying Aeneas, a total stranger. About Desdemona's 
social status, Gildon says that the example of Juno being 
presented in a heroic poem is justification enough for the 
introduction of Desdemona in a tragedy. Even lago's character 
can be defended against the charge of improbability. He 
attributes whatever incongruity there is in lago to the 
historical situation obtaining in Shakespeare's theatre. 
In another of his essays (Vickers, II, 216-62), Gildon 
argues that since manners are the cause of action and we 
discover in them "inclinations" of the speaker, they ought to 
be clearly and fully marked so as to distinguish the principal 
person from all other men. In this respect, Shakespeare 
excelled all other poets. Gildon then goes on to give examples 
from Shakespeare's plays to show his ability to make his 
characters distinct. The characters of Don John in Much Ado, 
the Jew in The Merchant of Venice and of Mercutio in Romeo and 
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Juliet are very well distinguished and agreeable. Similarly, 
Richard II is drawn according to the best accounts of history 
while the characters of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are too 
monstrous for the stage. Gildon finds no reason why in Richard 
II, Shakespeare has made the choice of the "most despicable 
character of all our kings". Richard III too is not a fit 
character for the stage. He is "shocking" in all he does, and 
"we think that providence is too slov; and too mild in his 
punishment". Shakespeare, however, can be "excused" in his 
falsifying the character of Achilles in Troilus and Cressida, 
making him and Ajax perfect idiots and making the manners 
"unequal and unlike". 
John Dennis, another neo-classical critic, tried to 
evaluate Shakespeare's characters on the same neo-classical 
touchstone of decorum and propriety as his predecessors had 
done. Like many of his contemporaries, he too accepted 
Shakespeare's genius and his power of creating characters and 
employed the same neo-classical theoretical framework to defend 
Shakespeare as his contemporary Gildon had done. Shakespeare, 
however, according to Dennis, suffers from two drawbacks. On 
the one hand, Shakespeare's characters suffer from lack of 
fidelity to historical truth. Owing to his lack of familiarity 
with ancient authors, his portrayal of historical characters 
borders on absurdity. In this respect, his characterisation of 
Menenius is faulty since here he has violated historical truth 
by presenting him as a fool. Dennis also castigates Shakespeare 
for having belittled Caesar. "Enough justice has not been done 
to the greatest man of history", and so the emotional impact of 
his assassination lacks profundity. 
The second drawback of Shakespeare's characterisation 
for Dennis was his want of "Poetical Art" i.e., in relation to 
the "Equality and Conveniency of Manners of his Dramatical 
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Persons". He quotes again the character of Menenius whom 
Shakespeare has made an "errant buffon" (Vickers, II, 285). 
"For he might as well have imagined a grave majestic 
Jack-Pudding as a Buffon in a Roman Senator". Aufidius, the 
General of the Volscians, is shown as a base and a profligate 
villain. Shakespeare had offened against the "Equality of the 
Manners" even in the hero, for Coriolanus "who in the first 
part of the tragedy is shown so open, so frank, so violent and 
so magnanimous is represented in the latter part by Aufidius -
which is contradicted by none -- a flattering, fawning, 
cringing, insinuating Traytor". 
Thus, Dennis concludes that for want of the poetical 
art, Shakespeare lay under very great disadvantage. He could 
have wonderfully surpassed the very best and strongest of the 
ancients if only Art had been joined to Nature. 
Ill 
We have just completed a brief account of what may i be 
called the dogmatic phase of the neo-classical approach to 
Shakespeare's characters. It is a little unfortunate that 
Dryden, one of the greatest of Shakespearian critics, did not 
comment on Shakespeare's characters at length. There is, 
however, little doubt that he was perceptive enough to be able 
to rise above the prejudices of his age and recognize the 
undisputed supremacy of Shakespeare in the field of 
characterisation. On the whole, however, Dryden is the 
exception rather than the rule so far as the Restoration 
response to Shakespeare is concerned. The field was generally 
left open to the narrow-minded dogmatists such as Rymer. With 
the turn of the century, however, there was a more liberal 
approach in evidence, and it is this phase that we now propose 
briefly to survey. Rules are still supreme but new ways are 
constantly discovered of defending and justifying Shakespeare's 
practice. 
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Nicholas Rowe, Shakespcsare's first biographer (1709), 
realized that it was not reasonable to judge Shakespeare 
according to the rules since "Shakespeare liv'd under a kind of 
mere Light of Nature, and had never been made acquainted with 
the Regularity of... written precepts" (Vickers, II, p.198). 
Inspite of the fact that Shakespeare did not follow these 
rules, there is a "pleasing and well-distinguished variety" in 
some of his characters. Though Rowe's criterion is still 
neo-classical -- the consistency of characters and their 
trueness of type -- he is more liberal in his attitude : 
The character is always well-sustain'd, tho' drawn 
out into the length of three Plays.... If there be 
any fault in the Draught he has made of this lewd 
old Fellow, it is that tho' he has made him a 
Thief, Lying, Cowardly, Vainglorious, and in short 
every way Vicious, yet he has given him so much 
Wit as to make him almost too agreeable... 
(Vickers, II, 195) 
Like Dryden, Rowe could praise Shakespeare's imagination in 
creating a fanciful character like Caliban which shows a 
"wonderful Invention in the Author". Rowe, in his comments on 
Shakespeare's characters, shows that conformity to history was 
not always an abiding rule for Shakespeare. In the portrait of 
Henry VI, for example, we have a faithful account of the 
protagonist's historical counterpart : "let any men compare 'em 
and he will find the character as exact in the Poet as the 
Historian.... His manners are everywhere exactly the same with 
the story; one finds him still describ'd with Simplicity, 
passive Sanctity, want of Courage, weakness of Mind..." 
(Vickers, II, 199). Similarly, the prince in Henry VIII is 
drawn with that "greatness of mind and all those good 
qualities" which are attributed to him in historical accounts. 
In the above quoted comments on Shakespeare's historical 
characters, we find Rowe faithfully adhering to the norms of 
neo-classical criticism of characters. 
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Lewis TTeobald admits that the general absurdities of 
Shakespeare in King Lear and all other tragedies were due to 
"his Ignorance of Mechanical Rules and the constitution of his 
story" (Vickers, 11/ 306) so that they cannot come under the 
lash of criticism. He admires the "Artful preservation of 
Lear's Character". His fondness of flattery, his impatience at 
being contradicted, the artful breaking of his temper and his 
struggles with his testy humour -- all are remarkably shown 
throughout the play. He even claims : "Had Shakespeare read all 
that Aristotle, Horace and the critics have wrote on this score 
he could not have wrought more happily". Though Shakespeare was 
not benefitted by "Aids of Learning", the "Strength and Vigour 
of his Fancy" is to be admired in the "extravagant and 
supernatural characters of his own Creation, such as his 
CALIBAN and witches & Co." (Vickers, II, 353). 
Thus, we see that with Rowe and Theobald, criticism of 
Shakespeare's characters began to be more flexible. As Brian 
Vickers says, "a climate of feeling was developing in which the 
rules or even the denigration of Shakespeare which their 
application would result in, could be played down or even 
ignored". Critics tried to be free from the shackles of rules 
more "by avoiding them than by confronting them, but occasional 
confrontations did occur" (Vickers, Intro. II, 11). Though the 
judgement of characters was still within the limitations of 
neo-classical system, there was some unconscious assimilation 
of the newer aspects too. 
Corbyn Morris in his Essay on Falstaff makes an 
interesting comparision between Shakespeare's and Jonson's art 
of characterisation. We quote the following passage to show how 
room is found within the strict neo-classical predilections of 
the author for Shakespeare's unrestrained creativity and 
ineffable charm : 
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Jon son conveys some Lesson in every Character, 
Shakespeare some new Species of Foible and Oddity 
...Jonson excellently concerts his Plots, and all 
his Characters unite in one Design, Shakespeare is 
superior to such Aid or Restraint, his characters 
continually sallying from one independent Scene to 
another, and charming you in each with fresh Wit 
and Humour. 
(Vickers, III, 127-8) 
William Guthrie emphasizes the fact that Shakespeare's 
characters are the product of his own genius and of his fertile 
imagination. Shakespeare is not so much the imitator of nature 
as "her master, her director, her moulder". Sometimes 
Shakespeare creates such characters as are strangers to nature. 
Nowhere in nature do we find such a character as Caliban yet 
Shakespeare has made him natural. Moreover, nature never meant 
that a "rough blustering and awkv/ard Moor" should fall in love 
with "the fairest, the gentlest, and the most virtuous of her 
sex", yet "we take such characters as nature's composition" 
(Vickers, III, 195) . 
Shakespeare possesses a remarkable power of making two 
characters different. For example, Hamlet's "father-in-law", 
Macbeth, King John and King Richard all rise to royalty by 
murdering their kings yet "what a character has Shakespeare 
affixed to every instance of the same species". Moreover : 
Observe the remorse of the Dane, how varied it is 
from the distraction of the Scot : mark the 
confusion of John, how different from both; while 
the close, the vigilant, the jealous guilt of 
Richard is peculiar to himself. 
(Vickers, III, 195) 
For this distinction, Shakespeare does not need those devices, 
those "strong markings" which are often used by modern poets. 
Unlike them, Shakespeare does not attribute any "super-eminent" 
quality to his heroes, "his heroes are all men". In the 
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character of Hamlet, there is nothing but what is common with 
the rest of mankind, "supported only by the force of his 
sentiment". Similar is the character of Macbeth, where he has 
taken the basic hint from history - that of a man who was 
"spurred on by the almost daily reproaches of his wife". 
However, Shakespeare improved the hint and "artfully has he 
conducted and described the human heart through every stage of 
guilt, rising and reluctant in the man, ready and remorseless 
in the woman" (Vickers, III, 199). Shakespeare's dramatic 
personages thus speak his language that is the language of 
poetry v/ithout passions. 
In this striking passage of perceptive criticism, we 
have faint stirrings of the psychological imagination. The 
critic has not abandoned or even ignored the traditional 
framework, and yet allows his mind to dwell at length on aspects 
of Shakespeare's art that were soon going to occupy the 
centre-stage. 
John Upton, an important critic, whose work on 
Shakespeare's language is remarkable, prescribes four rules for 
character analysis in the manner of a traditional theoretical 
critic. He designates character as "manners and sentiments" and 
regards them superior to action (Vickers, III, 296). Since 
"dramatic poetry is the imitation of an action and there can be 
no action but what proceeds from the manners and the 
sentiments", it is the manners through which the inclinations 
of various persons are marked and distinguished. He then 
reiterates the neo-Aristotelian rules (Vickers, III, 296) 
regarding character-portrayal and applies them to Shakespeare. 
He finds that Shakespeare does not observe the first two rules 
viz., his characters are sometimes not good in a moral sense 
and their manners are not agreeable to their age and sex. The 
characters of Richard III and the Jew are not proper to be 
represented on stage since they do not present the picture of 
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human nature and are beheld with "horror ana^^Eestation". 
Similarly, Shakespeare does not recognize the dignity of his 
lady characters. "His tragic ladies are rather seen, than 
heard" (Vickers, III, 297). 
The rules formulated by Upton are no more than 
variations on neo-classical themes. The suggestion that the 
characters of Richard III and Shylock are unfit for the stage 
since the evil they embody is monstrous, reminds us of Upton's 
moorings in mid-eighteenth century philosophical and moral 
ethos. It also anticipates Johnson's horrified shrinking away 
from the fact of Cordelia's death. We may recall that the 
benevolent Deity of the eighteenth century cosmic Toryism could 
not be accused of having brought to life such unnatural 
manifestations of evil, manifestations that questioned His 
divine benevolence. 
The reference above to Dr. Johnson is a place good 
enough for us to turn to him in our attempt to trace the 
contours of the eighteenth century, pre-Coleridgean approach to 
Shakespeare's characters. There is little doubt that Johnson 
represents the culmination of the neo-classical assessment of 
Shakespeare. Moreover, in the limited context of the commentary 
on characters, Johnson reveals the utmost possibilities of the 
theory as seasoned and amplified by a knowledge of the common 
experience of life. Neo-classicism could go no further without 
losing some of its theoretical moorings. It would be our 
contention a little later that the so-called "New Critics" of 
the seventies -~ Whately, Richardson, Mackenzie and Morgann -
transcend the bounds of neo-classicism, perhaps unconsciously 
in their preoccupation with Shakespeare's characters as 
historical beings. They lose sight of decorum altogether, and 
their psychology-oriented approach cannot be said to emanate, 
as in Dr. Johnson, from the views of Shakespeare as the poet of 
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"Nature". (It would be an altogether different proposition to 
say that "Nature" too underwent a radical change in the 
transition from neo-classic to pre-romantic and romantic). 
In our brief consideration of Johnson's approach to 
Shakespeare's characters, we may begin with his Miscellaneous 
Observations on the Tragedy of "Macbeth" (1745) though his 
general view of Shakespeare's ability to create characters as 
the poet of Nature per se is no doubt contained in the great 
Preface to his edition of Shakespeare (1765) and his best 
"analytical" criticism of Shakespearian characters is to be 
found in the Notes to the same work. In his Miscellaneous 
Observations Johnson analyses the exhortings of Lady Macbeth 
thus : 
The argument by which Lady Macbeth persuades her 
Husband to commit the Murder affords a Proof of 
Shakespeare's Knowledge of Human Nature. She urges 
the Excellence and Dignity of Courage, a 
glittering Idea which has dazzled Mankind from Age 
to Age, and animeited sometimes the Housebreaker 
and sometimes the conqueror... 
(Vickers, III, 172-3) 
It may be noted here that the emphasis is on 
Shakespeare's knowledge of human nature, an idea and an item of 
praise derived from humanistic and neo-classical concept of 
decorum. Moreover, there is a stress on universality and a 
tendency to generalize from the particular example. 
Let us now turn for a moment to Johnson's theoretical 
formulations about Shakespeare's art of characterisation. In 
the Preface, Dr. Johnson describes Shakespeare as "the poet 
that holds up to his readers a faithful mirror of manners and 
of life". His characters are not only individuals but species 
since they are not motivated by temporal passions nor are they 
products of transient fashions or temporary opinions. They act 
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and speak under the influence of those general passions and 
principles by which "all minds are agitated, and the whole 
system of life is continued in motion". Shakespeare, Johnson 
says, overlooks the casual distinction of country and 
condition. If he has to depict a Roman, he will not treat him 
only as a Roman but as a man. He makes nature predominate over 
accident even if he preserves the essential characteristics of 
his personages. Johnson himself criticizes critics like Dennis 
and Rymer who think that his "Romans are not sufficiently 
Romans and kings not sufficiently Royal" (Vickers, V, 60).Johnson 
further says that Shakespeare has no heroes but his scenes are 
occupied only by men, who act and speak like ordinary persons. 
His characters show his "vigilance of observation" and 
"accuracy of distinction". 
It is in the light of Johnson's general observations on 
Shakespeare's characterisation that his remarks on particular 
characters (in the Notes to his edition) should be viewed. Any 
one familiar with Johnson's work and the growth of his mind 
would testify to the fact that he was not particularly 
interested in the growing body of psychological thought in his 
age. If at all, he would have been attracted towards the 
nascent science of psychology only as a part of his wider 
interest in human conduct and in moral problems. His concern 
with ethical issues in turn was derived from his wide and 
general humanistic interests -- as evidenced by his Rambler 
essays, his tragedy Irene, his novel Rassalas and his poems 
"London" and "The Vanity of Human Wishes". We also know that 
Johnson always tried to reconcile his neo-classicism with his 
general experiential approach to literature. It is not to be 
forgotten that, for Johnson, truth to Nature (mimesis or 
imitation) was not just a dogma inherited from the ancients but 
an insight deriving from the lived experience of life and 
literature. It is this humanistic orientation of his 
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neo-classicism that separates him from his immediate 
predecessors in the field of Shakespearian criticism. 
In this context, it would be relevant to refer to 
scholars v/ho think that Johnson's character criticism should be 
viewed as part of what D.N. Smith has called the new school of 
Shakespeare criticism as different from the earlier 
neo-classical concern with Shakespeare's plots and 
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beautxes-defects approach. G.W. Stone Jr., for example, shows 
that character criticism developed mainly because of the 
influence of the realistic and emotive acting of Garrick. He 
would include in the work of the new school that of Johnson 
also. There is no doubt that Garrick's excellent and 
naturalistic acting (as contrasted with the early "stylised" 
acting of his predecessors) did play an important role in the 
development of character but, as we shall see a little later, 
the influence of "psychology" as also of prose fiction cannot 
be minimized in any consideration of the Shakespearian 
criticism of the post-Johnsonian phase. Johnson himself -- as 
the consensus of critical opinion puts its — should rather be 
approached in terms of the refinement and amplification of ~he 
neo-classical evaluation of Shakespeare. Johnson brings to 
perfection what had originated with Ben Jonson and Dryden. The 
new beginning, on the other hand, was to come in the seventies 
of the eighteenth century. 
The refinement and amplification within the 
neo-classical tradition, however, is an undeniable fact. We see 
that increasingly critics had begun to invoke the concept of 
"genius", "nature", and "imagination". Brian Vickers shows how 
critics agreed that Shakespeare excels in presenting manners, 
that is, in vivid, realistic characterisation. Vickers nay 
15 . . . . . 
G.W. Stone Jr., "David Garrick's Significance m the History 
of Shakespeare Criticism" PMLA, LXV (March, 1950). 
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further be quoted : 
These more liberal attitudes served to weaken the 
asperities of neo-classic criticism but can hardly 
be said to have created a detailed and viable 
alternative. 
(Vickers, III, Intro., 5-6) 
We may add that these frequent voices raised by critics also 
paved the way for psychological criticism which started in the 
last quarter of the eighteenth century. An illustration of this 
can be seen in the comments of Mrs. Montagu which, to some 
extent, border on a psychological appraisal of Shakespearian 
characters. 
Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu begins in the usual 
neo-classical manner by blaming Shakespeare to have allowed the 
"bad taste" of his age to impair his art (Vickers, V, 329). 
Mrs. Montagu, however, is less formal and more psychological in 
her approach. For example, she acutely observes that mirth is 
the source of Falstaff's wit (Vickers, V, 333). In her comments 
on Macbeth and Richard III, she anticipates Whately's essay in 
17 71. Richard, according to her, does not need the promptings 
of the witches and suggestions of his wife. Only "a ready 
instrument" like Buckingham is sufficient to "adopt his 
projects and execute his orders" (Vickers, V, 336). Contrary to 
this, Macbeth is given by the poet "a temper to be wrought upon 
such suggestion". With a great psychological insight, Mrs. 
Montagu points out that the difference between Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth is that of "a mind naturally prone to evil, and a frail 
one warped by force of temptations" (Vickers, V, 345). It is in 
a comment such as this that we realize how character criticism 
of Shakespeare was moving away from purely formalistic 
considerations towards one that encouraged interest in 
character for its own sake. 
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IV 
It may be worthwhile here to reiterate that our aim in 
this chapter is not to trace, howsoever briefly, the history of 
Shakespearian character criticism in the eighteenth century. As 
we have already pointed out, the real intention is to provide a 
relevant perspective for Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare's 
characters. The modern reader is often told that preoccupation 
with character, so frequently associated with the name of A.C. 
Bradley and his Shakespearian Tragedy, began with Coleridge 
and was the most important feature of Shakespearian criticism 
in the nineteenth century. The general impression is that the 
major eighteenth century critics wrote only celebrative essays 
in which, however, they also mentioned a few of Shakespeare's 
"defects". There is also the general impression that criticism 
in the romantic period suddenly woke up to the remarkable 
reality of Shakespeare's characters concerned as it was with 
individuality. The moment, however, we turn to Shakespeare's 
criticism in the eighteenth century, particularly to the Essays 
that appeared after Johnson's great Preface, we find that 
critic after critic was seized with the remarkable psychological 
complexities that a study of Shakespeare's characters brings to 
the fore. It is also to be noted that although they were 
interested in the psychology of Shakespearian characters, yet 
they could not go beyond them. Even the most representative of 
the critics, like Richardson, failed to cross the limits of 
psychology. His emphasis on the analysis of the dominant 
passion of the character and his analysis of characters in 
moral terms show his occasional going back to neo-classical 
theory of poetic justice. He failed to provide any unitive 
vision in the characters and the task was left to Coleridge. 
A.C. Bradley, Shakespearian Tragedy (London, 1904) 
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Moreover, the fact that character study in the mind of the 
ordinary Shakespeare student even today is associated with the 
Romantics may have been due to the difficulty of access to the 
eighteenth century essays. Professor Brian Vickers's volumes in 
the Critical Heritage series have now made minor Shakespeare 
criticism easily available to the average reader. There is 
little justification for associating character study 
specifically with the Romantics. In what follows, we are going 
to give a brief account of the character criticism of 
Shakespeare during the last thirty years of the eighteenth 
century. Such an account, however, should be preceded by a 
discussion, though brief, of the factors responsible for the 
salience given to psychological study of character in this 
period. 
The most important factor directly or indirectly 
responsible for the rise of psychological criticism of 
character in the last quarter of the eighteenth century was 
probably the salience that came to be given to psychological 
analysis in the philosophical thought of the preceding century. 
It is a commonplace in the history of the modern philosophical 
thought in the West that right at the time of the birth of 
modern philosophy (sometime in the middle of the seventeenth 
century), the focus of attention shifted from metaphysics to 
psychology. The pioneers of modern thought, Descartes and 
Hobbes, for example, came somehow to be concerned with the 
perceiving mind as much as with the objects of perception. The 
famous Cartesian axiom, cogito ergo sum, was revolutionary in 
this respect since in a way it diverted attention to the 
subject of the philosophical pursuit away from the object of 
contemplation, the material universe. Without going into the 
details, one can say that the Cartesian insight made philosophy 
more inward - looking and introspective. The growth of the 
84 
empirical tradition from Hobbes to Hume and Hartley, even the 
sceptical thought of Hume, focussed attention on to the nature 
of psychological problems. The nature of perception, the role 
of memory, the interaction between mind and matter, the value 
of education and environmental influences, the role of passion, 
the nature of human understanding -- all were basically 
psychological issues. They drove philosophers and thinkers and 
other thinking individuals to concentrate on the inner world of 
human mind and on how it operates in society and how it 
interacts with physical nature. In this connection, it may be 
interesting to point out that great contemporary thinkers were 
aware of the fact that modern sensibility was different from 
the ways of thought in other more ancient epochs. We may 
mention, though the context is slightly different, the 
distinction made by Fredrick Schlegel between "naive" and 
"sentimental". Schlegel of course was talking about poetry. But 
the very fact that he thought "modern poetry" (and hence 
"modern" sensibility) was "sentimental" suggests that he was 
conscious of the introspective and inward-looking nature of 
contemporary and recent thought. All similar distinctions made 
by the late eighteenth-century German romantic critics (the 
distinctions between "classic" and "romantic", "naive" and 
"sentimental", and "objective" and "subjective") throw light on 
the fact that, at that moment in the history of Western 
sensibility, people were conscious of the fact that somehow the 
"contemporary" age was more self-conscious, more inward-looking 
and introspective, more concerned with the perceiving subject 
than with the objects of perception. We may also refer to the 
fact that the culmination of this process in the Western 
sensibility was to be reached, so far as English literature is 
concerned, in Wordsworth's greatest poem The Prelude. 
Going back to the thinkers and philosophers from Hobbes 
to Hartley, we find that the pattern of growth of philosophical 
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thought in the century preceding the Romantic age was from 
self-aware empiricism to self-doubting scepticism. Hartley's 
well known essay Observations on Man (1749), which was so 
influential in its impact on young Wordsworth and Coleridge, 
was the acme of introspective philosophizing. That Hartley's 
associationism played such an important role in the development 
of Coleridge's mind is well-known. It is well-accepted because 
Coleridge being a great poet and thinker, it has been 
well-documented by biographers and scholars. The case of minor 
figures like Whately, Richardson, Morgann and Mackenzie is 
different, and it is different only because they are minor 
figures and so the development of their minds is not so well 
documented. However, when we read, for example, an essay like 
Morgann's on Falstaff, the introduction as well as many 
digressions suggest that at the back of his mind there is an 
awareness of the eighteenth century philosophical tradition. 
The acute interest in the psychological analysis of Falstaff's 
cowardice is a sure proof that the essay could have been 
written in the age of introspective philosophical thought. It 
would, therefore, be only relevant and appropriate to suggest 
that one of the factors responsible for the growth of 
psychological criticism after 1770's was the salience given to 
psychology in the main philosophical tradition of the age. 
There is no denying the fact that the growing tendency 
in the last quarter of the eighteenth century to study and 
analyse Shakespeare's characters in psychological terms ir.ay 
also have owed to the declining fortunes of neo-classical 
dogma. Aristotle and Horace, in varying formations and in 
combination with related dogmas pertaining to Authority, Reason 
and Taste, had dominated the critical scene from 1550 to 1750. 
Rene Wellek, in the Introduction to his valuable History of 
17 Modern Criticism, has pointed out that critical theory had 
17 
Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism 1750-1950, The 
Later Eighteenth Century, Vol.1 (London, 1955). 
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been frequently and sometimes totally contradicted by the 
actual literary practice during the two centuries referred to 
above. This, no doubt, is absolutely correct. However, what 
Wellek does not care to point out is the fact that the very 
reality of the gap between practice and precept gradually began 
to have its effect and, notwithstanding the prestige of the 
neo-classical dogma, dissident voices came to be heard even in 
the heyday of Restoration neo-classicism. The earliest of such 
protests against the hegemony of the neo-classical dogma was 
made by Sir Robert Howard in the Preface to The Great Favourite 
or The Duke of Lerma (1568). A similar dissenting note was 
struck by Sir William Temple in Of Poetry towards the close of 
the seventeenth century (1692). However, the most unmistakable 
dissident was George Farquhar who in his Discourse Upon Comedy 
(170 2) made a bold attack on the unities. Lord Kames in his 
Elements of Criticism (1762), an influential book, used a 
powerful historical argument against the unities in drama. All 
this combined with the greatest practical argument against 
neo-classical theory, i.e., the success of Shakespeare's plays 
on the stage, led to the gradual weakening of the hold of the 
neo-classical dogma and to a search for alternative modes of 
Shakespeare appreciation. To say, as Raysor does, that the nev? 
psychological critics still adhered to the older theories in 
their relatively more formal pronouncements, is of little 
account since, as we shall soon see, these critics at their 
best seem engaged with matters other than those highlighted by 
neo-classicism. 
Apart from this, we may also mention the rise of the 
novel as an important contributing facor in the gro\-rt:h of the 
psychological analysis of characters. There was a tendency 
right from the beginning of the eighteenth century for creative 
writers to be concerned with immediate and day-to-day reality. 
It is at the same time that we also notice the tendency of 
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creative writers looking to the city-dwelling middle classes as 
the patron of letters. The Restoration aristocracy was giving 
place to the bourgeoisie as the target audience of literature 
All this was reflected in the rise of the novel as the dominant 
form of fiction. The galaxy of British novelists from 
Richardson to Sterne and Smollette testifies to the fact that 
realistic portrayal of ordinary human beings had become the 
main concern of fiction writers. Here we are not concerned with 
realism that expressed itself through the depiction of social 
reality but only with the realistic and, what is more 
important, psychological portrayal of character. Since the 
novel was a new form of literature, it was almost free from 
Aristotelian and neo-Aristotelian dogmas about decorum and 
propriety. These dogmas were in total abeyance so far as 
portraiture of character in the novel was concerned. Their 
place was taken by an inborn, radically new, psychological 
realism. This is not the place to go into the details. However, 
every one familiar with eighteenth century literature knows how 
intensely psychologial Richardson's portrayal of character is. 
Reference may also be made to the fact that Sterne in his great 
work Tristum Shandy transcended even ordinary realism in order 
to concern himself with the portrayal of the sub-conscious 
mind. There is no doubt that the psychological focussing in the 
novels of Richardson and Sterne was sufficient enough to 
encourage an interest in the psychological study of 
Shakespeare's great characters. 
Along with the analysis of the factors responsible for 
the rise of interest in psychology and the appearance of this 
interest in Shakespeare criticism, let us also point out the 
fact that the growing focus on psychology in Shakespearian 
character criticism of the end of the eighteenth century was 
not accompanied by any related theory of dramatic or poetic 
art. It was the greatest contribution of Coleridge in the early 
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years of the nineteenth century to fuse psychologial analysis 
in a coherent poetics that would do full justice to Shakespeare's 
unitive vision. In the remaining part of this chapter, we will 
see that the so-called "New" critics of the end of the 
eighteenth century, though acutely psychological in their 
approach, are yet lacking in the ability to fuse it with an 
integrated view of a work of art. By underlining the absence of 
the unifying approach in pre-Coleridgean criticism, we will be 
putting Coleridge's criticism in a correct perspective. Let us, 
however, turn for the moment to the "New" critics of the end of 
the eighteenth century. 
William Richardson may^ be regarded as one of the most 
representative character critics of the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century. In his book A Philosophical Analysis and 
Illustration of Some of Shakespeare's Remarkable Characters 
(1774), he gave a psychological interpretation of Shakespeare's 
characters and analysed them as if they were living human 
beings. His primary concern was with the analysis of the 
dominant passions of individual characters. Shakespeare, 
according to him, possesses in a more eminent degree than other 
poets the "power of imitating passions". By considering "the 
rise and progress" of the ruling passion and "the fatal 
consequences of its indulgence", we can analyse a Shakespearian 
character (Vickers, VI, 121). 
Thus the ruling passion of Macbth is his ambition. 
Initially Macbeth is shown as mild and gentle. Gradually his 
ambition overpov^ers his conscience and brings about a total 
transformation in him. Consequently, he becomes false, 
perfidious, barbarous and vindictive. The study of Macbeth's 
ruling passion shows "how a beneficient mind may become 
inhuman". Richardson's analysis of Hamlet too is truly 
psychological one. Constant revelations of the ghost make 
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Hamlet bewildered and his "sense of virtue" which is also his 
ruling passion gets hurt (Vickers, VI, 123). His sense of 
irresolution arises from the inherent principles of his 
constitution and is therefore natural to him. Richardson sums 
up the character of Lear in a word i.e., in his impetuosity and 
impulsiveness (Vickers, VI, 358). 
Thus Richardson analyses these characters as persons in 
real life. His enthusiasm for psychological delineations and 
his insistence to find out the motives of these characters led 
him to isolate these characters from their dramatic context and 
analyse them indepdendently of the theme and the whole meaning 
of the play. An important point which is to be noted here is 
that even in Richardson there is an implicit acceptance of the 
neo-classical framework. While analysing these characters, he 
tries to see if the cause of poetic justice has been upheld or 
not. Though he declares that he will analyse some of the 
Shakespearian characters with the intention of making "poetry 
subservient to philosophy, and to employ it in tracing the 
principles of human conduct" (Vickers, VI, 119), he fails to 
provide any systematic coherent "philosophy" in Shakespeare, 
something that was accomplished by Coleridge. The "philosophy" 
that Richardson speaks of remains a description of abstract 
passions. 
Maurice Morgann is the greatest of the "new critics and 
is famous for his analysis of Falstaff. His interpretation in 
An Essay on the Dramatic Character of Sir John Falstaff (1777) 
is remarkable for its psychological subtlety. He emphasizes the 
fact that Shakespeare never meant to make cowardice essential 
part of Falstaff's constitution (Vickers, VI, 165). Morgann 
regards wit and humour accompanied with "great vigour and 
alacrity of mind", as the leading quality in Falstaffs 
character. He seems by nature to have had a mind free of malice 
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or any evil principle. All these qualities combined with the 
profession of a soldier secured him an honourable place 
(Vickers, VI, 167). 
Morgann analyses Falstaff's behaviour in different 
situations : in his escaping from Douglas, in counterfeiting 
death and deserting his very existence, and in his supposed 
cowardice during the robbery at Gadshill. He comes to the 
conclusion that there is no cowardice in Falstaff but 
buffoonery only. In his effort to vindicate Falstaff from the 
charge of cowardice, Morgann, however, completely schematizes 
the play. He ignores and overlooks those incidents and scenes 
that do not agree with his thesis. He does not take into 
account "the sequence of impressions" which Shakespeare so 
carefully builds up. He does not consider the dramatic function 
of the character since his purpose is to make Falstaff free 
from the charge of cowardice. Most of his time is spent in 
creating an imaginary part for Falstaff granting him birth, 
fashion, learning, courage and the tone, deportment and manners 
of a gentleman" (Vickers, Intro., VI, 21). 
Mackenzie is another important psychological critic of 
the last quarter of the eighteenth century and is often 
regarded by scholars as one of the most powerful critics whose 
interpretation of Hamlet,in his article in the Mirror (17S0), 
influenced the romantic interpretation of Hamlet. According to 
him, Shakespeare's delineation of manners characterizes his 
knowledge of mankind, and presents the "abstract of life" in 
all its modes. This can be found in Shakespeare's portrayal of 
the character of Hamlet. Mackenzie says that at the root of 
Hamlet's temperament lies an extreme sensibility of mind. He is 
"apt to be strongly impressed by its situation,and overpowered 
by the feelings which that situation excites" (Vickers, VI, 
272-3). His melancholy too, vi^ hich is the most "genuine" as well 
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as the "most available of any", neither arises from "the 
natural sourness of his temper" nor is prompted by accidents. 
It is a result of his delicate sensibility "impressed with a 
sense of sorrow or a feeling of its own weakness". 
Whately's essay, "Remarks on Some of the Characters of 
Shakespeare" (1785) contains many acute observations. According 
to him, no writer could ever "pretend to so deep and so 
extensive a knowledge of the human heart". His characters are 
masterly copies from nature, "differing each from the other, 
and animated as the originals though correct to a scrupulous 
precision" (Vickers, VI, 409). His excellence can be seen by 
comparing two opposite Shakespearian characters placed in 
similar situations. Whately does this by comparing Macbeth and 
Richard III. Both are soldiers and both usurp the throne 
adopting similar means of treason and murder. Both lose their 
throne in the same manner i.e., in battle against the person 
claiming it as a lawful heir. Yet Shakespeare has distinguished 
them in a masterly manner. Macbeth's feeling of humanity can be 
compared with Richard's cold egotism. Ambition, though common 
to both, emanates from vanity in Macbeth while it is founded 
upon pride in Richard. Macbeth has an acquired courage while 
Richard's courage is natural. Whately's essay is remarkable for 
its acute psychological analysis but the neo-classical 
framework still remains at the back of his mind when he says 
that the characters of Macbeth and Richard are entirely and 
distinctly preserved (Vickers, VI, 408). 
Robertson carried the argument of Mackenzie still further in An 
Essay on the Character of Hamlet (1788). He describes Hamlet as 
the "most splendid character of dramatic poetry", 
"comprehending the whole of what is beautiful and grand". 
Gentleness was the predominant trait of his character which was 
coupled with a vivid imagination, intuition and gaiety of 
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spirits. After his father's death, "new colours" came out of 
the old. These were "an indignation and sensibility irritated 
to extreme, the deepest anguish, at times a mortal melancholy, 
a counterfeiting madness, in order to wait for opportunities of 
revenge and a degree of real phrenzy" (Vickers, VI, 482). Such 
"an assemblage of qualities of qualities combines to form the 
broad character" of Hamlet, and Shakespeare arranges them in 
such a manner that "one class of them should counteract, and 
render inefficient the other". It is this that constantly 
impeded the action and rendered him unable to act (Vickers, VI, 
483) . 
Thus throughout the eighteenth century, the 
neo-classical framework provided the theoretical background to 
the critics, though towards the close, the concept of decorum 
was replaced by psychological realism. It was Coleridge who 
provided a new theoretical framework based on his own theories 
of imagination and organicism so as to analyse Shakespeare's 
characters in a new light. He did not isolate character from 
the plot, nor did he ignore the psychological aspects. However, 
there was a shift of emphasis in his approach i.e., from the 
psychological to the poetic and the philosophical, and this 
shift itself was a result of the one in the theoretical 
framework, i.e. from the Aristotelian to the Kantian. 
CHAPTER - IV 
SOME SHAKESPEARIAN THEMES IN COLERIDGE 
Coleridge's greatest contribution to criticism was his 
attempt to adopt a unitive and organicist approach to 
Shakespearian drama. As we have already seen, the earliest 
critics of Shakespeare had assumed a formalistic perspective 
but their conception of form was mechanical and disjunctive. 
This kind of formalism was replaced, late in the eighteenth 
century, by character study which, though novel and interesting 
in its psychological bearings, was yet atomistic and based on 
false assumptions about the mimetic nature of dramatic art. It 
is Coleridge's theoretical framework that enabled him, for the 
first time in the history of Shakespearian criticism, to 
discover the unifying role of imagination in Shakespeare's 
plays. In the next two chapters, we propose to study in 
considerable detail Coleridge's criticism of individual plays 
and characters. However, such a study must first take into 
account the general themes that run throughout Coleridge's 
criticism of Shakespeare and that are more or less taken for 
granted in his criticism of individual works. These general 
themes recur with unusual insistence in his writings and 
lectures on Shakespeare. Hence, they must be constantly kept in 
mind while dealing with the criticism of particular works. 
It may appear a little surprising to those readers of 
Coleridge who associate his aame only with the origin of 
organicist formalism to find that he constantly lays emphasis 
on a historical approach to Shakespearian drama. A kind of 
"historical" reading of Shakespearian dramas had, of course, 
been initiated by early eighteenth century. Critics like Rowe, 
Pope and Dennis clearly stated that Shakespeare's "faults" 
should be seen in the perspective of his age. Shakespeare was 
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then believed to have lived in a barbaric age. Critics 
attributed Shakespeare's error of judgement to the poor taste 
of the audience (Dennis) or to the vulgarities introduced into 
Shakespeare's plays by illiterate actors (Pope). 
Historiography, particularly the historical study of the age of 
Elizabeth, was still in its infancy. Assumptions could not be 
questioned due to the paucity of facts. However, the knowledge 
of the Elizabethan age increased as the century of Gibbon and 
Hume slowly advanced towards greater objectivity and 
accumulation of facts. Moreover, a kind of historicism came to 
flourish on the continent in the middle of the eighteenth 
century. In view of all this, it should not be surprising to 
find that one of Coleridge's unfinished projects was to write a 
book about Shakespeare which would adequately deal with the 
historical circumstance that might have influenced 
Shakespearian drama. The project, of course, never saw the 
light of the day though Shakespeare in relation to his age 
remained a frequently occurring theme in Coleridge's writings 
and lectures. 
The theme of the character of Shakespeare's age is also 
connected with the question of Shakespeare's judgement. As we 
said in the preceding paragraph, the eighteenth century critics 
attributed Shakespeare's lack of judgement and learning to the 
"uncultivated taste of the age" in which Shakespeare lived. It 
is noteworthy that from the time of Dryden till as late as the 
last quarter of the eighteenth century, "barbarity" of the age 
was taken for granted. Even in 1769 Elizabeth Montague wrote : 
Shakespeare wrote at a time when learning was 
tinctured with pedantry, wit was unpolished and 
mirth ill-bred... Shakespeare's plays were to be 
acted in a paltry tavern, to an unlettered audience 
See Coleridge's letter to Sir George Beaumont quoted earlier -
p.14. 
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just emerging from barbarity. . . . 
Our author by following minutely the chronicles 
of the times had embarrassed his dramas with too 
great a number of persons and events. The hurley-
burley of these plays recommended them to a rude-
illiterate audience, who, as he says, loved a noise 
of targets... Shakespeare and Corneille are equally 
blamable for having complied with the bad taste of 
the age; and by doing so they have brought 
unmerited censures to their country.2 
Coleridge was the first English critic who reacted 
sharply against this accepted opinion. According to him, 
Shakespeare's audience or at least some part of the audience 
was intellectually far superior to the audience that went to 
3 
the theatre m later ages. Shakespeare, Coleridge said, dealt 
with a learned public, and he had no idea of the mixed public. 
It was divided in two groups. On the one hand, there were those 
who had no taste at all and went to the theatres merely to 
amuse themselves. On the other hand, there were those who were 
A 
deeply interested in literature and drama (Raysor, II, 84).* 
2 . • . 
Shakespeare ; The Critical Heritage ed. Brian Vickers, Vol.V, 
(London, 1979), pp. 329-31. 
3 Coleridge's knowledge of the historical circumstances of 
Elizabethan times was very meagre and many of his passages 
dealing with the historical criticism of Shakespearian age 
were naive and almost conjectural, yet here he hits the nail 
on the head. This is an excellent observation. If it is 
conjectural, it is a very valid conjecture. It is also 
possible that Coleridge was made conscious of the intellectual 
equipment of Elizabethan audience because of his familiarity 
with early seventeenth century religious literature. Coleridge, 
in this sense, anticipates modern critics who have realized 
the intellectual attainment of Elizabethan audience. 
4 
Further references from the text of Coleridge have been taken 
from the two-volume edition Coleridge's Shakespearian Criticism 
edited by T.M. Raysor (London, 1930). These are incorporated 
in text with vol. no. and page no., e.g., Raysor, II, 84. 
96 
On the whole, Shakespeare's audience was characterised by 
"a general energy of thinking". People were intellectually 
trained by the religious controversies of the day. The audience 
went not to enjoy the spectacle but to pay attention to the 
thought content of the plays : 
The idea of the poet was always present, not of 
actors, not of the thing to be represented. It was 
at that time more a delight and employment, for the 
intellect, than [an] amusement for the senses. 
(Raysor, II, 85) 
Shakespeare, therefore, relied on imagination and did not 
try to please the senses. Though the age was intellectually far 
in advance, it was not an age of high moral feelings and lofty 
principles, "which gives a man of genius the power of thinking 
of all things in reference to all". Even in such "a morally 
degrading age" (Raysor, II, 116), Shakespeare could produce 
lofty art. This is because, though it is natural for a writer 
to conform to the circumstances of his own age, a true genius 
like Shakespeare does not live only for the age in which he 
lives but for "that which is to follow". Shakespeare, Coleridge 
says, stands "independent" of the circumstances of his age 
(Raysor, II, 265). He was not of his age but for all ages. 
II 
Having briefly discussed some aspects of Coleridge's 
historical approach, we now come to another important theme in 
Coleridge's insight here is significant. Shakespeare is as 
much an Elizabethan as a universal poet. He is rooted in his 
age. This rootedness is as a whole in every aspect of his art. 
This has been borne out by the historical critics of the 
twentieth century, for example in Rosalie L. Colie and E.T. 
Flahiff, eds.. Some Facets of 'King Lear' ; Essays in Prismatic 
Criticism (Toronto and Buffalo, 1974). 
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Coleridge's comments on Shakespeare : the idea that 
Shakespeare's judgement is commensurate with his genius. The 
whole of the seventeenth and eighteenth century criticism 
unanimously declared Shakespeare to have been an irregular 
genius and a child of nature. Coleridge considers it 
"humiliating to reflect" that though "heaven has given us the 
greatest poet", it has "inflicted" upon us the most 
"incompetent critics". None of them seems to understand his 
language or, in other words, "the principles upon which he 
wrote" and his "peculiarities which distinguish him from all 
rivals" (Raysor, II, 164). Some of Shakespeare's contemporaries 
appear to have understood him and imitated him in a way that 
"does the original no small honour" but most of the modern 
playwrights and commentators with their "contracted 
intellectual vision" treat him like "a school boy" (Raysor, II, 
164) . 
According to Coleridge, in the opinion of such persons, 
Shakespeare was an ignorant man, a child of nature, a wild 
genius, a strange medley (Raysor, II, 106). These "creatures" 
have informed us that Shakespeare is "a miraculous monster" in 
whom many "heterogenous elements were thrown together, 
producing a discordant mass of genius -- an irregular and 
ill-assorted strucure of gigantic proportion" (Raysor, II, 
169) . Coleridge thinks and rightly so, that "this mode of 
reconciling a compelled sense of inferiority with a feeling of 
pride" began with critics when they saw that Shakespeare's 
dramas like Lear, Hamlet and Othello were neither in imitation 
of Sophocles, "the great model of tragedy", nor in obedience to 
Aristotle, "the infallible dictator", yet they pleased their 
countrymen from generation to generation (Raysor, I, 219). 
Therefore, it became an easy plea for them to talk of 
Shakespeare "as a sort of beautiful lusus naturae, a delightful 
monster, wild indeed, without taste of judgement, but like the 
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inspired idiot so much venerated in the East, uttering amid the 
strangest follies, the sublimest truths" (Raysor, I, 219-20). 
Coleridge was proud that he was first in time who 
"publicly demonstrated" to the full extent of the position, 
that the supposed irregularity and extravagances of Shakespeare 
were the "mere dreams of pedantry that arraigned the eagle 
because it had not the dimensions of the swan" (Raysor, I, 
126). In his lectures, it was his constant endeavour to prove 
that in all points, "from the most important to the most 
minute", the judgement of Shakespeae is commensurate with his 
genius or, in other words, "his genius reveals itself in his 
judgement, as in its most exalted form". Contrary to the accepted 
opinion that Shakespeare wrote for the mob, Coleridge tried to 
establish that a man of real genius like Shakespeare can never 
write for the mob. Shakespeare never "consciously" wrote vrhat 
was below himself : "careless he might be; but I fearlessly say 
that he never penned a line that he knew would degrade him" 
(Raysor, I, 164). Coleridge declares that if Shakespeare be the 
wonder of the ignorant, he is much more the wonder of the 
learned, not only from his "profundity of thought but also from 
his astonishing and intuitive knowledge of what men must be at 
all times, and under all circumstances" (Raysor, II, 211). 
As evidence of Shakespeare's learning and judgement, 
Coleridge emphasizes the literariness of Love's Labour's Lost 
(Raysor, I, 97; II, 107). It affords the strongest possible 
proof that Shakespeare was not an ignorant man, and that the 
former part of his life had been passed in scholastic pursuits. 
Leaving aside the comment about Shakespeare's "scholastic 
pursuits", we may note that Coleridge is extraordinarily 
perceptive with regard to the verbal texture of this early 
play. There is absolutely no doubt that Shakespeare was pleased 
to give to his "initiated" audience as much of intellectual 
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pleasure as they wished for. Coleridge argues from the 
available fact of the quality of Shakespeare's play to the 
assumed nature of the audience that might have applauded such a 
play. Thus he satisfactorily demonstrates the truth of his 
contention that Shakespeare's plays were not written for a 
vulgar or "barbaric" audience. Similarly, in Romeo and Juliet 
too, we have an example of Shakespeare's superb judgement where 
Coleridge shows that Romeo's infatuation with Rosaline 
heightens the profundity of his love for Juliet (Raysor, II, 
129). A mild degree of infatuation presents a sort of contrast 
to deep love. Shakespeare intuitively shows this contrast. 
Coleridge thus emphasizes the judgement of Shakespeare in 
a crucial passage: 
Are the plays of Shakespeare works of rude 
uncultivated genius, in which the splendour of 
parts compensates, if aught can compensate, for the 
barbarous shapelessness and irregularity of the 
whole? To which not only the French critics, but 
even his own English admirers say [yes]. Or is the 
form equally admirable with the matter, the 
judgement of the great poet not less deserving of 
our wonder than his genius? Or to repeat the 
question in other words, is Shakespeare a great 
dramatic poet on account only of those beauties and 
excellencies which he possesses in common with the 
ancients, but with diminished claims to our love 
and honour to the full extent of the difference 
from them? Or are these very differences additional 
proofs of poetic wisdom, at once results and 
symbols of living power as contrasted with lifeless 
mechanism, of free and rival originality as contra-
distinguished from servile imitation, or more 
accurately, [from] a blind copying of effects 
instead of a true imitation of the essential 
principles? 
(Raysor, I, 197) 
Coleridge's analysis makes a frontal attack on eighteenth 
century criticism when he says that he is not about to oppose 
genius to rules. "The comparative value of these rules is the 
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very cause to be tried". The rules give shape to a work of art 
and genius is not crippled by following these rules. These 
rules, however, must not be imposed from outside but should 
have their origin in the organic structure of the work of art, 
where each part is as important as the whole and contributes to 
the beauty of the whole. This inter-dependence of parts and the 
whole gives the law of organisation that a living body must 
follow. Thus Shakespeare follows only the necessary rule by 
which each part is at once the end as well as the means. 
Thus, according to Coleridge, the critical genius of 
Shakespeare is as great as his creative genius. In other words, 
"he possesses the power of acting creatively under the laws of 
its own organisation" (Raysor, II, 223). Shakespeare is not a 
pedant who cramped himself with certain established rules but 
the master who regarded rules as always controllable by, and 
subservient to, the end. The exquisite judgement of Shakespeare 
is reflected in all his plays. For example, though Shakespeare 
seizes hold of popular tales in The Merchant of Venice and King 
Lear, yet he manages them so beautifully that they become the 
representation of man in all ages at all tines. 
Shakespeare was not a talent which gives a sort of 
"electric surprise" to his audience by a mere turn of phrase, 
but possesses the higher ability which produces surprise by a 
permanent medium, "which satisfies the mind as well as tickles 
the hearing" (Raysor, II, 124). As we will see later in this 
chapter, Coleridge thinks that there is always gradual 
progression in Shakespeare's plots, and he does not surprise 
the audience merely by the turns and twists of plotting. 
Shakespeare's \^ ronderful judgement appears in his historical 
plays, in the introduction of some incident or other, "though 
no way connected, yet serving to give an air of historic fact". 
Thus the scene of the Queen and the Gardener in Richard II 
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"realizes the things, makes the occurence no longer a segment 
but gives an individuality/ a liveliness and presence to the 
scene (Raysor, II, 284). Shakespeare's genius was coupled with 
his wonderful judgement. "The gift of imagination, that 
capability of reducing a multitude into a unity of effect, or 
by strong passion to modify series of thoughts into one 
predominant thought or feeling" (Raysor, II, 91) - all these 
qualities are of a genius which he combined with his learning. 
He first studied, read and thoroughly understood every part of 
human nature which he joined with his poetical feeling, "till 
at length it gave him that wonderful power in which he had no 
equal — not even a second in his own class" (Raysor, II, 95). 
Shakespeare was not something exceptional - "a sort of 
Tartarian Dalai Lama, adored indeed", but with "no authority, 
no real influence". The power of his judgement is like a 
"cataract" that is impossible to be filled in the "three ounce 
phial" of the critics. His power is not like a "wild heath 
where islands of fertility look greener from the surrounding 
waste, where the loveliest plants now shine out among unsightly 
weeds and now are choked by their parasitic growth so 
intertwined that we can not disentangle the weed without 
snappting the flower", (Raysor, I, 221), but like a pruned 
garden where -- hedges, grass, plants and flowers -- everything 
bloomed in its place. 
In his essay, "Method in Thought", Coleridge insists that 
Shakespeare is not "eminently immethodical" as he is often 
considered to be. He was not only endowed with great native 
genius but his acquired knowledge was not inconsiderable. In 
character portrayal, in the treatment of passions, in his 
dealing with moral problems, in his use of language, and in the 
construction of his plots — his plays reveal method (Raysor, 
II, 350). Thus Coleridge finally and forever disposess of the 
neo-classical conception of Shakespeare as a "wild irregular 
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genius". This may indeed be regarded as one of Coleridge's 
greatest contributions to Shakespearian criticism. This insight 
may also be regarded as the starting point of Coleridge's 
approach to particular works. In spite of the fragmentary 
nature of Coleridge's criticism, he was everywhere engaged in 
demonstrating that Shakespeare observed the highest principles 
of art. It may indeed be asserted that by discovering a 
rationale for Shakespeare's practice, he finally dispensed with 
the neo-classical version of Aristotelianism and set 
Shakespearian criticism on the course of a search for relevant 
principles of art. 
Ill 
According to Coleridge, "no man can be a great poet 
without being at the same time a profound philosopher". The 
poet and the philosopher in a successful writer struggle with 
each other till they find a field where they are blended and 
flow together in sweetest harmony and strength. In Shakespeare, 
according to Coleridge, there vras a perfect fusion of the poet 
and the philosopher as no one could dominate the other, "the 
poet and the philosopher embracing, but, as it were in a warm 
embrace, when if both had not been equal, one or other must 
have been strangled" (Raysor, II, 87). 
Coleridge is the first critic who is conscious of the 
fact that Shakespeare introduces a moral and ethical dimension 
in the material which he borrows from his sources or that he 
projects his o\m vision of life through his characters. In his 
dramas, he gave proof of "a most profound, energetic and 
philosophical mind" (Raysor, I, 214) without which he might 
have been a very delightful poet but not the great drmatic 
poet. ""Shakespeare", says Coleridge, "calls forth nothing from 
the mausoleum of history or the catacombs of tradition" without 
giving or eliciting some permanent and general interest, and 
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brings forward no subject "v7hich he does not moralize or 
intellectualize" (Raysor, I, 109). In Shakespeare, we can : 
...conceive a profound metaphysician and a great 
poet, intensely occupied in thinking on all 
subjects, on the least as well as the greatest --
on all the operations of nature and of man, and 
feeling the importance of all the subjects 
presented to him — conceive this philosophical 
part of his character combined with the poetic, the 
two fold energy constantly acting. 
(Raysor, II, 86-7) 
Thus Coleridge is strong in insisting that Shakespeare 
was a philosophical poet though he does not envisage any 
conscious philosophy of life in Shakespeare. The hints of this 
philosophy, however, are presented through various indirect 
ways, through themes, situations and characters. His insistence 
is clear from the fact that the essay. Method in Thought, which 
is more of an epistemological nature and has nothing to do with 
literature or drama, is elaborated with examples from 
Shakespeare. Moreover, he says ; 
Shakespeare's moral conceptions are not made of 
miserable clap-traps, and the tag-end of mawkish 
novels, and endless sermonizing — but furnishing 
lessons of profound meditation to frail and fallible 
human nature. 
(Raysor, II, 348) 
According to Coleridge, Shakespeare, following the 
ancient tragedians in whose plays the chorus introduced moral 
reflections, presents his vision of life through unimportant 
personages. His great men never moralize "except under the 
influence of violent passion : for it is nature of passion to 
moralize". Shakespeare elicits grand and noble truths from 
passion, "as sparks are forced from heated iron". Similarly, in 
his comedies, Shakespeare makes even folly the vehicle of 
profound moral observation : 
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Each speech is what every man feels to be latent in 
his nature; what he would have said in that 
situation if he had had the ability and readiness 
to do it and these are multiplied and 
individualised with the most extraordinary 
minuteness and truth. 
(Raysor, II, 283) 
One of the important themes that Coleridge discovers in 
the plays of Shakespeare is that intellectual superiority is 
not real and this may be what Coleridge calls Shakespeare's 
vision of life. According to Coleridge, Shakespeare seems to 
believe that true value of life lies in the moral greatness of 
a person. "He shows us that crime and want of principle clothed 
not with a spurious greatness of soul; but with a force of 
intellect which too often imposes but the more easily on the 
weak misjudging multitude". 
Coleridge says that Shakespeare's "sublime morality" 
pervades all his characters except Richard III, lago and 
Falstaff (Raysor, I, 232). In these three characters, 
Shakespeare shows the dreadful consequences of placing the 
moral in subordination to the intellectual faculties. Richard 
III felt confidence in his intellect. This overprizing of 
intellect led him to commit the most horrid crimes (Raysor, II, 
209) . His cruelty, however, is not so important as his pride 
which emanated from his sense of being superior to others who 
are intellectually inferior to him and to which his personal 
deformity gave a "deadly venom". lago, too, worked on the same 
principles. He was conscious of his intellectual greatness, 
"gave scope to his envy and hesitated not to ruin a gallant, 
open and generous friend in the moment of felicity". He 
trampled upon Othello because he felt Othello to be inferior in 
intellect. Likewise, Falstaff is not a "degraded man of genius" 
but a man of "degraded genius" (Raysor, II, 287) with the same 
consciousness of superiority of his own "pre-eminent abilities" 
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to his own companions. Consequently, a sense of contempt for 
them led him to "fasten" himself on the young prince. To 
gratify his pride, he wanted to prove how much his influence on 
the heir-apparent could exceed that of statesmen. Because of 
this, "he hesitated to practice the most contemptuous of all 
characters -- an open and professed liar — even his sensuality 
was subservient to his character". Thus, unlike some modern 
critics and in spite of his great love for Falstaff as a comic 
character, Coleridge finds Prince Hall to be superior as a 
moral being to Falstaff. He does not sentimentalize Hall in the 
problem of rejection of Falstaff. Traversi, J.D. Wilson and 
L.C. Knights, who are Falstaffians, condemn Hall. Knights 
considers this rejection as a rejection of his own past as 
well as of certain positive values of life. He thus opts for 
a very narrow outlook when he abandons the broad sympathies of 
life. These critics thus glorify Falstaff and discard the 
prince as narrow-minded. Coleridge, being a conservative, 
regards the rejection of Falstaff as an example to show the 
victory of moral forces over immorality. Because Hall possesses 
superior moral power the audience sympathise with him. Though 
he is morally reprehensible in his rejection, yet he would not 
have been a great king if he had supported Falstaff. Thus, 
according to Coleridge, Falstaff stands for anarchy and evil 
while other characters like Prince Hall and Lord Chief Justice 
stand for the nobler values of life. Falstaff's downfall is 
because of his hubris. 
While describing the character of Caliban too, Coleridge 
presents the same view-point when he says : 
For it is in the primacy of the" moral being only 
that man is truly human? in his intellectual powers 
he is certainly approached by the brutes, and,man's 
whole system duly considered, those powers cannot 
be considered other than means to an end, that is 
to morality. 
(Raysor, I, 134) 
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Coleridge's discussion of Hamlet also, though largely 
psychological, has philosophical implications. He suggests that 
the entire play deals with the philosophical theme of the value 
of action in life (Raysor, I, 37). Through his notes and 
lectures, Coleridge seems to suggest (as we shall later see) 
that life is action, not thought. That the insight is not of a 
purely discursive nature but has arisen out of a unitive and 
imaginative reading of the play will be considered at a later 
stage. It may, however, be pointed out in passing that 
Coleridge is much different from the later, particularly 
German, critics of the nineteenth century in his attempts to 
isolate philosophical themes in Shakespeare's plays. 
Throughout his writings, Coleridge seems to believe that 
Shakespeare has a philosophy of life and that his attitude 
towards life is positive. It was because of this view that 
Coleridge rejects Timon of Athens as a painful production. It 
gives an unfavourable picture of human life. Because of its 
cynicism, Coleridge was led to speculate that the subject might 
have been taken by the dramatist "under some temporary feeling 
of vexation and disappointment" (Raysor, I, 85 note). 
Coleridge's insistence on Shakespeare's positive attitude 
towards life makes him accept the end of King Lear as "a sad 
yet sweet consolation" (Raysor, I, 66). Unlike the eighteenth 
century critics who rejected the tragic end of the play and 
altered its design, Coleridge accepts the death of Lear. 
According to him, we do not rebel at the death since the final 
impression is that of reconciliation. Coleridge here seems to 
anticipate the views of Christian interpreters like Heilman in 
This Great Stage and John F. Danby in Shakespeare's Docrine of 
6 
nature. 
R.B. Heilman, This Great Stage : Image and Structure in"King 
Lear" (Baton Rouge, La., 1918); John F. Danby, Shakespeare's 
Doctrine of Nature (London, 1948). 
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Coleridge attributes to Shakespeare a full-scale and 
coherent philosophy of love in Troilus and Cressida and Romeo 
and Juliet. In Troilus and Cressida, the difference between 
infatuation and sincere love is portrayed through the two 
characters. The "vehement passion" of Cressida is contrasted 
with the "deep affection" of Troilus (Raysor, I, 109). 
Similarly, the love theme in Romeo and Juliet too presents 
Shakespeare's philosophy of love. In this connection, Coleridge 
finds in Shakespeare parallels with Platonic philosophy. Love 
in Romeo is borne out of a sense of his own imperfect nature 
and of a desire to lend his help in completing the moral nature 
of another person. Romeo's infatuation for Rosaline is only 
this expression of his need for love. It is on the same ground 
that Coleridge justifies Romeo's transition from Rosaline to 
Juliet. Thus Coleridge here seems to suggest that what Plato 
had said philosophically, Shakespearre said poetically. Though 
Coleridge in his lectures makes it clear that his delineation 
of love is not Platonic, yet actually he is using the famous 
myth in the Symposium of Plato that everyone is imperfect but 
is in search of perfection. Coleridge, however, combines this 
Platonic philosophy with Christianity. His OVTO definition of 
love shov'/s this : 
Love is a desire of the whole being to be united to 
some thing, or some being, felt necessary to its 
completeness, by the most perfect means that nature 
permits and reason dictates. 
(Raysor, II, 142) 
In modern times too, many critics have suggested that 
Shakespeare's vision of life v;as permeated with traditional 
Christian ideas and some of these ideas were neo-platonic or 
7 
platonic in thexr origin. John Vyvyan, for example, has 
suggested that Shakespeare's plays are allegories of Platonic 
philosophy. 
John Vyvyan, The Shakespearean Ethic (London, 1959) 
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Even when it is love at first, as in The Tempest, 
Shakespeare displays it with all dignity and nobility. Between 
Ferdinand and Miranda, Coleridge says, it is love at first 
sight and as in all cases of real love, "it is at one moment 
that it takes place" : 
The moment may have been prepared by previous 
esteem, admiration or even affection, -- yet love 
seems to require a momentary act of volition, by 
which a tacit bond of devotion is imposed, -- a 
bond not to be thereafter broken without violating 
what should be sacred in our nature. 
(Raysor, I, 134-35) 
As a part of his thesis that Shakespeare was a great 
philosophical poet, Coleridge vindicates Shakespeare of a very 
serious charge i.e., of indecency and immorality. Coleridge 
rejects the charge of Dr. Johnson and other critics who say 
that Shakespeare sometimes lacks moral sense. He does not agree 
with some other critics who exculpate Shakespeare by saying 
that this was the vice of the age since there is nothing in 
common in Shakespeare and other writers of his age, "not even 
the language they employed". According to Coleridge, 
Shakespeare cannot be placed near Beaumont and Fletcher. 
Coleridge censures Beaumont and Fletcher for licentiousness in 
their comedies. The situations in their comedies are sometimes 
so disgusting, and the language so indecent and immoral, that 
it is impossible to read their plays in "private society" 
(Raysor, II, 125) . 
In order to establish Shakespeare as a pure writer, 
Coleridge proposes to make a distinction between morals and 
manners. Manners refer to particular customs and manners of the 
age. "Even in a state of comparative babarity", there may be 
morality with regard to manners. On looking through 
Shakespeare's plays, his offences against manners may certainly 
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be pointed out but not against morals. There are a few gross 
speeches in Shakespeare's plays but they do not produce any 
ill-effect on an "unsullied mind". Even these offences are not 
committed "wantonly" or for the sake of offending but for the 
sake of merriment. His purpose is to raise a gust of laughter 
that would "blow away impure ideas if it did not excite 
abhorrence of them". Even if there is grossness, it is mere 
"sport of fancy". It "dissipates low feelings by exciting the 
intellect, only injuring while it offends" : 
Shakespeare may sometimes be gross but I boldly say 
that he is always moral and modest. Alas! in this 
our day decency of manners is preserved at the 
expense of morality of heart, and delicacies for 
vice are allowed, whilst grossness against it is 
hypocritically, or at least morbidly condemned. 
(Raysor, I, 135) 
Shakespeare keeps at all times the high road of life. He 
never rendered that "amiable" which religion and reason taught 
us to detest. Virtue is always admirable and vice repugnant. 
"He never clothed vice in the garb of virtue" as against 
Beaumont and Fletcher who do the very reverse. They "ridicule 
virtue and encourage vice". Unlike them, Shakespeare carried on 
"no warfare against virtue by which wickedness may be made to 
appear as not wickedness, and where our sympathy was to be 
entrapped by the misfortune of vice; with him vice never walked 
as it were in twilight" (Raysor, II, 268). Shakespeare thus 
never inverts the order of nature and propriety. His fathers 
may "revolt against ingratitude" while his husbands are "stung 
by unfaithfulness". He never made his lovers openly gross or 
profane. He caused "no excitement of passions which he 
flattered to degrade and never used what was faulty for a 
faulty purpose". Even in the early poems like Venus and Adonis, 
the supposed morality of the poem is diffused by using constant 
devices (Raysor, II, 93). Though the poet is dealing with an 
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immoral theme, the reader's attention is engrossed so much in 
the imagery that we lose sight of immoral aspects. Similarly, 
passages of wit and reflection never allow us to think about 
immorality. 
Thus we see that Coleridge is a proto-Victorian and 
somewhat puritanic about morality, and he analyses Shakespeare 
in that light. The process of Bowdlerization, which became a 
prominent trait in Victorian age, was started in Coleridge. 
This, of course, is an unfortunate aspect of the Coleridgean 
legacy. 
Coleridge is conservative and proto-Victorian in his 
defence of Shakespeare's heroines too (Raysor, I, 133). The 
female characters in the plays of Shakespeare are always pure, 
chaste and moral. In Beaumont and Fletcher, they are either 
indecent or "complete viragos" but in Shakespeare, "all the 
elements of womanhood are holy and there is the sweet yet 
dignified feeling of all that continuates society, as sense of 
ancestry and of sex, with a purity unassailable by sophistry". 
They are respectful to all the established institutions of 
social order, because it rests "not in the analytic processes, 
but in the sane equipoise of the faculties, during which the 
feelings are representative of all past experience -- not of 
the individual only, but of all those by whom she has been 
educated, and their predecessors even up to the first mother 
that lived". According to Coleridge, Shakespeare's realization 
that women are subservient to men, "which Pope notices for 
sarcasm", is to show their strength. It is in fact the "blessed 
beauty of the women's characters". It is not the result of any 
deficiency but from the "more exquisite harmony of all the 
parts of the moral being constituting one living total of head 
and heart". 
Ill 
Coleridge considers the act of Helena betraying Hermia to 
Demetrius, "very natural" for he says "the resolve so to act 
is, I fear, likewise too true a picture of the lax hold that 
principles have on female heart, when opposed to, or even 
separated frora passion and inclination". However, we shrink 
from it and cannot harmonize it with the ideal. Coleridge says; 
For women are less hypocrites to their own minds 
than man, because they feel less abhorrence of 
moral evil in itself and more for its outv;ard 
consequences, as detection, loss of character etc. 
their nature being almost wholly extroitive. 
(Raysor, I, 100) 
Shakespeare, Coleridge says, "entertained a just 
conception of female character". He is always respectful and 
never trivial towards them and that is why, Coleridge says, 
Shakespeare's approach towards the sexual problem is 
philosophical. The Cavalier style, the light-heartedness of 
seventeenth century is not there. It is not that his women are 
always paragon of virtue. They may be "goddesses or monsters" 
Q 
but never trivial. 
On the whole, according to Coleridge, Shakespeare was a 
conservative not only in his attitude towards morality and 
women but also in politics. He cherished and venerated the 
established institutions and established "ranks and usages" of 
society. Shakespeare respected these hereditary institutions, 
like kings and priests, which form the permanent elements of 
the state and which "bind one age to another in that 
distinction of ranks of which although few may be in 
possession, all enjoy the advantage" (Raysor, I, 136). He never 
o 
This is to some extent an exaggeration. Perhaps Coleridge has 
forgotten Shakespeare's later sonnets about the Dark Lady. 
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introduces a professional character other than as respectable 
and never cuts any joke at the expense of such characters. Even 
if they are bad, some "palliations" are thrown in. The 
reverence which Shakespeare shows towards the priest, Friar 
Lawrence, in Romeo and Juliet makes Coleridge compare 
Shakespeare with Beaumont and Fletcher. In beaumont and 
Fletcher, priests are represented as objects of vulgar mockery 
"and as in others of their dramatic personages, the error of 
the few are mistaken for the demeanour of the many", but in 
Shakespeare, they always carry with them our love and respect. 
"He made no injurious abstracts : he took no copies from the 
worst parts of our nature; and like the rest, his characters of 
priests are truly drawn from the general body" (Raysor, II, 
145) . 
Shakespeare was not a rebel. Coleridge does not present 
Shakespeare's political philosophy in detail. However, while 
analysing characters or situations, he makes some passing 
remarks. Coleridge's comments too on characters or groups of 
characters are in most cases based on philosophical premises. 
His comments, however, on Stephano acquiring supremacy over 
Trinculo and Caliban give him an opportunity to discuss 
Shakespeare as a political philosopher (Raysor, I, 136). From 
the observation of these characters, Coleridge goes on to 
generalise about Shakespeare's politics. In his treatment of 
the subject, Shakespeare is quite peculiar. He never shows any 
inclination towards any party or sect, "he never promulgates 
any party tenets". The wonderful philosophic impartiality of 
his views on politics is reflected in Julius Caesar and other 
history plays. On the contrary, other writers of his age cater 
to these sectarian interests. In Massinger, for example, it is 
"rank republicanism". In Beaumont and Fletcher, "even juro 
divine principles"^  are carried to excess". Shakespeare, however, 
was basically a moralist and a philosopher. He was well-versed 
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in "that kind of politics which was inwoven with human nature". 
In his treatment of Stephano, Caliban and Trinculo in the 
second scene of the third act, he shows "the springs of the 
vulgar in politics". He may be styled as a "philosophical 
aristocrat" : 
You will observe the good nature with which he 
seems always to make sport with the passions and 
follies of a mob, as with an irrational animal. He 
is never angry with it, but hugely content with 
holding up its absurdities to its face; and 
sometimes you may trace a tone of almost affection-
ate superiority, something like that in which a 
father speaks of the rogueries of a child. 
(Raysor, I, 136) 
With a good humoured temperament, he describes Stephano 
passing from the most licentious freedom to absolute despotism 
over Trinculo and Caliban in The Tempest. Similarly, his 
derision of the mob in Coriolanus is "good humoured" (Raysor, 
I, 89) . 
According to Coleridge, although Shakespeare was not a 
rebel, he was against the enslavement of human beings. In this 
respect, he may be regarded as a champion of liberty. Ariel in 
The Tempest, though placed under the command of a kindly power 
and to good ends, was not happy. Ariel's reluctance to be under 
the command of Prospero is kept up throughout the whole play. 
Even when Prospero sets him free after the storm, he is not 
satisfied, for still he is bound to obey the commands of 
Propsero. Such a cruel confinement is unnatural for a being 
like Ariel. He is eager for "a simple and eternal liberty" 
(Raysor, I, 176). Looking from a different angle, Prospero's 
command of Ariel symbolises man's control of benign powers of 
nature for selfish purposes. 
Thus, in his comments on Shakespeare as a political 
philosopher, Coleridge anticipates the historical critics of 
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the forties of the twentieth century, critics like Tillyard 
9 (Elizabethan Vtorld Picture) and Duthie (Shakespeare) . In his 
comments, he anticipates the Order and Hierarchy school. Since 
there is order and hierarchy in the universe and nature, there 
should also be order and hierarchy in the world i.e., in man's 
creations. The critics of this school envisaged Shakespeare as 
accepting all the established social institutions and putting 
his faith in a kind of cosmic royalism. Coleridge's Shakespeare 
is a philosophical aristocrat i.e., a conservative and a 
champion of aristocracy and instituionalized orthodoxy. Here it 
is important to note that Coleridge ignores the subversive and 
revolutionary elements in Shakespeare. This is clear not only 
from his remarks on The Tempest but on King Lear and Timon of 
Athens also. 
This view of Coleridge's Shakespeare as a great 
conservative force, can be put against the views of the modern 
Polish critic of Shakespeare, Jan Kott, who in his book 
Shakespeare Our Contemporary shows that Shakespeare was a rebel 
against totalitarian aristocracy. In Peter Brooks' 
productions also Shakespeare was projected as a Beckettian 
absurdist when in King Lear and A Mid-Summer Night's Dream, the 
subversive elements were highlighted. 
Thus in Shakespeare is combined the poet and the 
philosopher. Contrary to other writers who either teach or 
delight, Shakespeare "elevates and instructs". "In stead of 
referring to our ordinary situations and common feelings, he 
emancipates us from them, and when most remote from ordinary 
life, is most interesting". (Raysor, II, 18). 
9 
E.M.W. Tillyard, Elizabethan World Picture (London, 1943); 
Duthie, Shakespeare (London, 1951). 
Jan Kott, Shakespeare ; Our Contemporary (London^1964) . 
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It is important to remember here that Coleridge was the 
first critic to approach Shakespeare as a philosopher. 
Eighteenth century never approached Shakespeare as a poet with 
a consistent and coherent philosophy of life. Critics like Dr. 
Johnson do lay stress on Shakespeare's truth to nature but this 
truth to nature is not of a philosophical but of an imitative 
variety. For example, Johnson says that a hermit and a recluse 
may acquire knowledge of the world from Shakespeare's plays. 
Shakespeare can tell us hov/ men behave under the stress of a 
particular passion. He can also help us with an understanding 
of what motivates men. Thus Johnson paints Shakespeare as 
philosophical only in the sense that he knew the drives and 
passions that impel mankind. Johnson never suggests that 
Shakespeare had a philosophy of life, Christian or pagan, which 
could be abstracted from his plays. Coleridge is the first 
Shakespearian critic to lay stress on the fact that in 
Shakespeare the poet and the "philospher are united. We have 
seen elsewhere how Kantian epistemology and certain 
neo-platonic ideas had enabled romantic critics like Coleridge 
to insist that great poetry, qua poetry, is engaged in the 
pursuit of truth in the manner of the philosopher and of the 
man of religion. It is this thesis that enables Coleridge to 
insist that Shakespeare was a philosophical poet. In order to 
protect Shakespeare from the charge of being romantically 
trivial, Coleridge insists that Shakespeare was philosophically 
concerned with social order and its roots in spiritual 
yearning. Coleridge platonizes Shakespeare, and in this process 
schematizes him thoroughly. Coleridge makes the general 
observation that Shakespeare's thought was "consistent, whole 
and perfect". He says that "he never wrote at random... and the 
smallest fragment of his mind not unfrequently gives a clue to 
a most perfect, regular and consistent whole" (Raysor, II, 
144-45). 
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These observations are a radical departure from the 
eighteenth century approach to Shakespeare. In the paragraph 
from which we have just quoted, we find the beginning of the 
nineteenth century concern with the philosophical meaning of 
Shakespeare's plays. Coleridge may be said to be the progenitor 
of the Victorian image of Shakespeare as the sage par 
excellence. This Coleridgean insistence leads us on to the 
nineteenth century German critic Gervinus whose book 
Shakespeare Commentaries (1863) is based on the thesis that 
every single Shakespearian play contains a central idea of a 
moral and philosophical kind. From Gervinus, we move on to 
Dowden (Shakespeare ; A Critical Study of His Mind and Art, 
12 1875) and then to Bradley (1904) whose book Shakespearean 
Tragedy contains in its first chapter the philosophical 
13 
substance of Shakespeare's most important plays. Coleridge 
also anticipates the Christian interpreters of the twentieth 
century who discover in Shakespeare a coherent and consistent 
Christian philosophy of life. The same might be said about some 
of the radical and Marxist interpreters of Shakespeare also. 
What is important is not the correctness or otherwise of 
particular philosophies that are discovered in Shakespeare's 
plays. The significant point is that the whole approach tends 
to schematize Shakespeare. It is natural for us to feel 
concerned about this approach since it tends to distort and 
falsify the realities of Shakespearian drama."He never wrote at 
random" is true, but it is equally true that Shakespeare never 
wrote according to a pre-conceived philosophy. We feel that 
there is a good amount of improvisation in Shakespeare. As a 
man of the theatre, Shakespeare was a kind of opportunist who 
Gervinus, Shakespeare Commentaries (London, 1863). 
12 
Dowden, Shakespeare ; A C r i t i c a l Study of His Mind and Art 
(London, 1875). 
13 
A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London, 1904). 
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never hesitated to make compromises. Coleridge's insistence on 
Shakespeare's philosophical coherence ignores the fact that 
Shakespeare's art was circumscribed by the exigencies of the 
theatre. Thus while paying tribute to Coleridge as the first 
critic who paid attention to Shakespeare's speculative and 
philosophical genius, we should also warn ourselves against the 
dangers inherent in the attempt to schematize or over-interpret 
Shakespeare. 
IV 
While arranging Shakespeare's plays in the order of their 
composition, Coleridge also describes the growth of 
Shakespeare's mind. In stead of approaching the topic 
chronologically, he adopts a "pathological and physiological" 
(Raysor, II, 30) approach to the subject. Coleridge arranges 
them according to "psychological and not according to 
historical mode of reasoning"(Raysor, II, 96). He takes them as 
they seemed naturally to flow from the progress and order of 
Shakespeare's mind. Moreover, this also suits Coleridge's 
thesis that Shakespeare was a poet before being a dramatist. As 
he himself says : 
I have endeavoured to prove that he had shown 
himself a poet, previously to his appearance [as] a 
dramatic poet -- and that had no Lear, no Othello, 
no Henry the fourth, no Twelfth Night appeared, we 
must have admitted that Shakespeare possessed the 
chief if not all the requisites of a poet.... 
(Raysor, I, 211-12) 
Shakespeare was a poet-turned-dramatist. In the early 
works of his career, his poetic powers are displayed 
beautifully while gradually there was a shift from the poet to 
the dramatist. In order to conform to his thesis, Coleridge 
must insist that Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucreece are 
his earliest works. It is known from the author's "own 
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dedication" that Venus and Adonis is his first work (Raysor, 
II, 89). While it must have been produced in the country anid 
country scenes, sights and employments. The Rape of Lucreece 
which was published a year afterwords had "more the air of a 
city and of society". However, both the poems show that the 
poet is gradually developing into a dramatist, and that "the 
impulse to the drama was secretely working within him" (Raysor, 
II, 31). The fact that the beginning of the dramatic movement 
in Shakespeare can be traced to these two poems depends on 
various elements. 
The first among these factors is the impersonal nature of 
his subject-matter. Coleridge says that in his very first 
productions, Shakespeare "projected his mind out of his o\'m 
particular being, and felt and made others feel, on subjects 
[in] no way connected with himself, except by force of 
contemplation and that sublime faculty, by which a great mind 
becomes that which it meditates on" (Raysor, I, 212). The sane 
quality we find in his later productions. In them too, he chcse 
subjects remote from private interests, e.g., in Othello, where 
"though happy in his conjugal relations, he can paint a noble 
and generous mind under the pangs of jealousy" (Raysor, II, 
91). Moreover, characters in these poems behave as if they were 
performing on the stage. They have to be inferred from the 
poem. We are not told about them. This quality we find in his 
later dramas also (Raysor, II, 93). These poems reveal 
Shakespeare's power by which one image of feeling is made to 
modify many others and by a "sort of fusion to force many in-co 
one". This is something that later showed itself in such micht 
and energy in King Lear, where "the deep anguish of a father 
spreads the feeling of ingratitude and cruelty over the very 
elements of heaven" (Raysor, I, 213). The scene of unbroken 
images and minute and picturesque details of a very high order, 
higher than any other poet has produced, "seemed to fit him 
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admirably for the line of composition he afteirwards pursued". 
Another important feature of these poems is the revelation in 
them of a profound, energetic and philosophical mind 
something that was developed more fully in his dramas (Raysor, 
I, 214). 
Thus, Coleridge thought that Shakespeare "early felt" an 
impulse for a species of poetry different from that he first 
attempted and "the very imperfections of which seemed to imply 
a dormancy and yet at the same time a powerful prompting of his 
powers to the drama" (Raysor, II, 89). Even his dramatic career 
can be divided into three parts on the basis of "internal 
evidence : 
i) the period of highly poetic plays, 
ii) the period of awkwardly dramatic plays and 
iii) the period of fully dramatic plays. 
This is, according to Coleridge, Shakespeare's line of growth. 
In the first period, Coleridge places such works as Romeo 
and Juliet, Love's Labour's Lost, All's Well that Ends Well, A 
Mid-Summer Night's Dream, As You Like It, The Tempest, The 
Winter's Tale, and Twelfth Night. In all these works, the poet 
blends with the dramatist, though "the dramatist too seems to 
press forward" (Raysor, II, 96). In Romeo and Juliet, for 
example, the poet dominates the dramatist. A proof of this is 
the fact that in this play his characters speak his language. 
"He never loses his own being in the character he represents to 
us". Capulet and Montague, for example, sometimes talk a 
language only belonging to the poet. These speeches are not 
characterisic of the persons in the situations in which they 
are placed. As against this, in the mature works of 
Shakespeare, the language is completely identified with the 
characters (Raysor, II, 136). 
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Coleridge judges these early works in the light of his 
theory of organicism i.e., that a work of art should give 
pleasure not only in parts but as a whole. Thus Romeo and 
Juliet, the work as a whole, is not great for all the "parts 
are more or less present but they are not united with the same 
harmony". These plays, however, contain the germ of his future 
greatness : "in it are to be found specimens, in degrees of all 
the excellences which he afterwards displayed in his more 
perfect dramas" (Raysor, II, 128). 
It is surprising that All's Well that Ends Well is placed 
by Coleridge with the delightful comedies. Modern scholars 
place this play in the post-romantic comedy period. It is now 
characterized as a problem play. It is to be noted, however, 
that Coleridge too, was aware of the difficulty of classifying 
the play with romantic comedies like As You Like It and Twelfth 
Night, when he says that the play does not contain ''an 
agreeable story" though it is "full of love" (Raysor, II, 31). 
V7hat probably he means by this is that the play lacks the proper 
atmosphere of a romantic comedy. He probably suggests that rhe 
mood of enjoyment, gaiety and celebration that we find in his 
comedies is not there in All's Well That Ends Well. Similarly, 
as against the romantic comedies in which the positive and 
affirmative value of love is an important factor in hunan 
experience, we have in All's Well that Ends Well a bitter and 
cynical mood. We may here recall that modern sensibility finds 
"outsiders" in all the romantic comedies of Shakespeare. 
Shylock, Jacques, Malvolio, Don Juan are all treated by modern 
sensibility as "outsiders". However, they are accepted as part 
of the whole since comedy is not the only part of life. Other 
strains are also there. Thus Coleridge's claim to some extent 
is right though modern criticism does not agree with him. 
In the next class, Coleridge would present Shakespeare 
"as on his journey to the last and most complete forms of his 
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genius when he was growing tov/ards it with some of the 
av;kwardness of growth" (Raysor, II, 96). Troilus and Cressida, 
Cymbeline, The Merchant of Venice and Much Ado about Nothing, 
are the v/orks placed in this category. The categorization is 
again surprising. Troilus and Cressida has little in common 
with The Merchant of Venice or with Much Ado About Nothing. The 
cynicism with which Shakespeare portrays the Greek heroes, and 
the mood of disillusionment that permeates the entire play, 
would prompt us to classify Troilus and Cressida with the 
"problem" plays rather than with the romantic comedies. 
Cymbeline is now generally classif'ed with the last plays or 
the romances and not with the romantic comedies, though it is 
true there are common themes and motifs in the early comedies 
and the group of late plays. 
In the last class, where Shakespeare's powers as a 
dramatist are shown brightly, are included his mature plays 
like Antony and Cleopatra, Hamlet, Macbeth, King Lear, The 
Tempest and The Winter's Tale. A fine critical sense is shown 
when Coleridge says that Timon of Athens continues Lear. It is 
an "after vibration of Lear" (Raysor, II, 238). Thus : 
It is a Lear of the satirical drama, a Lear of 
domestic or ordinary life -- a local eddy of 
passion on the high road of society. While all 
around are the week-day going on of wind and 
weather -- a Lear, therefore, without its soul 
scorching flashes, its ear-cleaving thunder-claps, 
its meteoric splendors without the contagion and 
fearful sympathies of nature, the Fates, the 
Furies,the frenzied elements dancing in and out, 
now breaking thro', and scattering, now hand in 
hand with, the fierce or fantastic group of human 
passions, crimes, and anguishes, reeling on the 
unsteady ground in a wild harmony to swell and sink 
of the earth quake. 
(Raysor, I, 109) 
History plays constitute a separate class of their o\vn. 
Coleridge is absolutely right when he says that it is that 
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species of composition in which Shakespeare alone succeeded. 
"It was his -- and his only -- neither imitated with success by 
followers nor anticipated by his predecessors" (Raysor, II, 
96-7)• Troilus and Cressida cannot be classed with his Greek 
and Roman history dramas, but it forms an immediate link 
between the fictitious Greek and Roman histories, which we may 
call legendary dramas, and the proper ancient histories; for 
example, Pericles, Titus Andronicus, Coriolanus, Julius Caeser 
etc. (Raysor, I, 108). 
Coleridge does not agree with some German critics that 
The Two Noble Kinsmen is a doubtful or apocryphal work. "There 
is the clearest internal evidence that Shakespeare importantly 
aided Fletcher in the composition of it" (Raysor, II, 32). Some 
parts are most unlike Fletcher, yet most like Shakespeare, 
while other parts are most like Fletcher, and most unlike 
Shakespeare. In fact, there is no finer, or more characteristic 
dramatic writing than some scenes in The Two Noble Kinsmen. 
Coleridge thus outlines the spiritual biography of 
Shakespeare based on "internal evidence" deriving from his own 
idea of Shakespeare, i.e., Shakespeare as a poet and dramatist. 
It is to be noted here that the idea of a chronological study 
of Shakespeare's plays began with the famous Shakespearian 
scholar of late eighteenth century, Edmund Malone. His was the 
pioneer study of the subject though, being the sound scholar 
that he was, he remained as objective as external evidence 
allowed him to be. Coleridge, on the other hand, tries to link 
the chronology of the plays to the "growth" of Shakespeare's 
mind. In the debate over the question whether Shakespeare's 
plays are a reflection, howsoever indirect, of his personality, 
Coleridge has been thought to belong to the "objectivist" and 
"non-biographical" school. The evidence, however, points to the 
contrary. The brief mention of the subject of Shakespeare's 
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chronology in his lectures would point in the opposite 
direction. Though Coleridge praises Shakespeare for his 
impersonality (specially in the poems), he would still regard 
the works of Shakespeare as indicative of the "growth" of his 
mind, i.e., of his changing and maturing vision of life. We 
should not forget that Coleridge was the friend and 
collaborator of the poet who gave us the first 
auto-biographical poem in English, The Prelude or the Growth of 
a Poet' s Mind. In view of this, it would not be difficult to 
believe that, though not a "personalist", Coleridge was not yet 
unaware of the link that binds a work of art to the subjective 
consciousness of the artist that brings it into being. 
V 
Coleridge also seeks to answer the age-old controversial 
question : What is the nature of dramatic art? Is it a copy or 
an imitation of nature? Does mimesis mean a photographic 
version of reality or is it selective? These basic questions 
are raised in the context of Shakespearian drama. It is in 
this Shakespearian perspective that Coleridge attacks the 
neo-classical version of mimesis as a servile or mechanical 
copying of nature. Throughout the eighteenth century, critics 
considered Shakespeare as a poet of nature, "the poet that 
holds up to his readers a faithful mirrour of manners and of 
life". Dr. Johnson, the most representative critic adopting 
this approach said that Shakespeare's characters are not 
modified by the customs and peculiarities of particular places 
or by the accidents of temporary opinions; they are the 
"genuine progeny of common humanity", such as the world will 
always supply and observation will always find. "His persons 
act and speak by the influence of those general passions and 
principles by which all minds are agitated, and the whole 
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system of life is continued in motion". 
According to Coleridge, the end of the dramatic poetry 
and of Shakespeare's art is not to present a copy but an 
imitation of reality (Raysor, I, 204). Coleridge makes a 
distinction between imitation and copy. An imitation is not a 
copy "precisely as likeness is not sameness", in the sense of 
the word "likeness" which implies "difference conjoined with 
sameness" (Raysor, II, 160). In other words, imitation is 
different from copy in the sense that a certain amount of 
difference is essential to the former and an "indispensable 
condition and the cause of the pleasure we derive from it". On 
the contrary, in a copy this difference is a defect -
"contravening its name and purpose" (Raysor, I, 128). Though in 
the real sense of the word, Coleridge says that we are no more 
deceived by "copy than by imitation of an object of nature", 
yet in both cases our feelings are affected very differently 
and "the pleasure derived from the one is not the same as that 
afforded by the other". In the former, it is the condition of 
"all genuine delight that we would not be deluded". In the 
latter, on the other hand, its very purpose is to produce as 
much illusion as its nature permits since its "end is not in or 
for itself" as in the case of a picture but "to be an assistance 
and means of end of itself" (Raysor, I, 200). 
Drama, Coleridge says, imitates reality under a semblance 
of reality. It should be judged only under this impression 
since no other proof is required than the "impassive slumber of 
our sense of improbability" (Raysor, I, 128). The end of the 
stage productions is to provide pleasure by producing "a sort 
of temporary half-faith" which the spectator "encourages" in 
14 
Brian Vickers, ed. , Shakespeare ; Critical Heritage, Vol.V 
(London, 1974), p.57. 
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himself and "supports by a voluntary contribution to its own 
part because he knows that it is at all times in his power to 
see the thing as it really is" (Raysor, I, 200). The mind of 
the spectator, or the reader, therefore, is not to be deceived 
into any idea of reality, as the French critics absurdly 
suppose, nor, on the other hand, is it to retain a perfect 
consciousness of the falsehood of the presentation. This is a 
state of mind between the two, which may be properly called 
illusion, in which "the comparative powers of the mind are 
completely suspended as in a dream, the judgement is neither 
beguiled, nor consious of the fraud, but remains passive, 
v/hatever disturbs this repose of judgement by its harshness, 
abruptness and improbability, offends against dramatic 
propriety" (Raysor, II, 322). 
Moreover, in poetry, as in drama, the difference between 
reality and imitation is of a higher character. 
For in poetry we take the purest parts and combine 
them with our o\-m minds, with our own hopes, with 
our own inward yearning after perfection, and being 
frail and imperfect, we wish to have a shadow, of a 
sort of prophetic existence present to us, which 
tells us what we are not, but yet, blending in us 
as much that we are, promises great things of what 
we may be. It is this truth and poetry results from 
that instinct - the effort of perfecting ourselves, 
the conceiving that which is imperfect to be 
perfect and blending the nobler mind with the 
meaner object. 
(Raysor, II, 80-81) 
Shakespeare is often praised as a close copier of nature 
but he was not a copier of nature in the sense of the word in 
which it is often used. For such a transcript of nature, 
Coleridge says, instead of being a beauty would be a blemish. 
Shakespeare's business was not to copy but to imitate. His 
plays are to be distinguished from a blind copying of effects 
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to a true imitation of the essential principles. He represented 
manners not by a cold formal copy but by an imitation, that is 
to say, "by an admixture of circumstances, not absolutely true 
in themselves but true to the character and to the time 
represented" (Raysor, II, 160). Shakespeare was certainly a 
child of nature, but of human nature - not like a Dutch painter 
copying exactly the objects befoe him (Raysor, II, 81). As we 
shall see in the latter part of our chapter, Coleridge 
considers Shakespearian characters not mere copies from nature 
but a product of his own meditation. Meditation does not mean 
the total absence of observation of external circumstances. 
Mere observation, however, may be able to produce an exact copy 
"and even to furnish to other men's minds more than the copyist 
professed; but what is produced can consist of fragments and 
parts according to the means and extent of observation". 
Meditation helps the dramatist look at every character with 
interest, "only as it contains something generally true and 
such as might be expressed in a philosophical problem". His 
characters are ideal, not the mere copy of things; they are a 
product of the contemplation of mind upon things. For example, 
the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet and Dogberry in Much Ado About 
Nothing are the products of Shakespeare's meditation. It is not 
the Nurse or Dogberry that we admire "but the poet himself 
assuming shapes and exhibiting all the force and magnitude of 
his powers" (Raysor, II, 81). 
Coleridge's distinction between copy and imitation is an 
important achievement on his part. This insight was made 
possible by his close study of, and reflection on, 
Shakespeare's plays. It was made with the aim of liberating 
Shakespeare from the narrow confines of the neo-classical 
theory, and may be regarded as a radical step forward. Dr. 
Johnson had gone as far as he could in the appreciation of 
Shakespeare's characters by broadening the neo-classical 
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framework through the assimilation into it of the idea of 
experiential relevance of dramatic art. However, Johnson 
achieved this through an unconscious amplification of the 
neo-classical framework. Coleridge, on the other hand, attempts 
to modify in a radical manner the Aristotelian theory of 
mimesis through a quasi-Kantian application of the idea of 
artistic creativity to the traditional view of art as 
reflection of reality. It is this theoretical modification that 
enables Coleridge to revise the popular conception of 
characters like the Nurse or Dogberry as "copies". 
VI 
Since the neo-classical critics asserted that probability 
and truth to nature depend on the use of the three unities, 
Coleridge would like to discuss the role of the unities in 
dramatic art. Coleridge's discussion of unities resolves the 
entire controversy that began with Farquhar. Prior to Farquhar, 
unities were considered necessary on the ground of dramatic 
probability by the French as well as English neo-classical 
critics, and Shakespeare was criticized accordingly for not 
following them. Farquhar (1702) was the first critic who 
rejected the unities. After him, Stubbs, Upton and Karnes had 
defended the playwright's rejection of the "literalist 
conceptions" of time and place by his appeal to dramatic 
illusion. With Johnson (1765), however, the discussion of the 
unities reached the other extreme when he disposed of the whole 
issue in his Preface. Johnson rejected the concept of illusion 
altogether when he said that the audience know that a play is a 
play. "It is false that any representation is mistaken for 
reality; that any dramatick fable in its materiality was ever 
1 ft 
credible, or, for a single moment was ever credited. In 
15 . 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol.V, Introduction, p.24. 
Ibid., p.70. 
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Shakespeare, therefore, the need for observing the unities of 
time and place does not arise because no attempt is made to 
make the plays credible. 
Coleridge starts the discussion of the unities by 
describing the historical circumstances of the ancient stage 
which necessitated the unities of time and place. As against 
the neo-classical critics who thought that the historical 
peculiarities of Greek drama were ideal and universal, 
Coleridge believed that the rules of classical Greek drama were 
17 
not universal but applied only to historical situation of 
Greek plays. Coleridge analyses in detail how the structure of 
Greek plays was a matter of pure accident, and of these 
accidents the Greek dramatists "made the best possible use" 
(Raysor, II, 82). 
The unities grew mainly out of the size and structure of 
ancient theatres. The plays represented were made to include 
within a short space of time events which could not have 
occured in that short space of time. It was because of this 
that all dramatic performances were then looked upon "merely as 
ideal". "Nobody supposes that a tragedian suffers real pain 
when he is stabbed or tortured; or that a comedian is in fact 
transported with delight when successful in pretended love" 
(Raysor, II, 72). 
17 . . . . 
Coleridge develops his argument on unities m a historical 
perspective. It may be said, however, that this historical 
point of view came to Coleridge through the teachings of 
Heyne or through Herder. In his total rejection of the 
unities Coleridge seems to be influenced by the historical 
approach of Herder. 
129 
1 8 
As the chorus was always on the stage, there was no 
dropping of curtains. Since the same man could not be at the 
same time at Thebes and at Rome, it became necessary that the 
same scene should be presented to the eye, constituting the 
unity of place, and that the piece should be acted nearly 
within the time that the events would have occurred in (Raysor, 
II, 73; II, 83). The gap between acts or between scene and 
scene was not considered an offence for there were no acts or 
scenes. To overcome the difficulty, the ancients supplied music 
and with the charm of their poetry filled up the vacuity. In 
the story of Agamemnon of Aeschylus, the taking of Troy was 
supposed to be announced by "the lighting of beacons on the 
Asiatic shore" (Raysor, II, 264) . The mind was beguiled by the 
narrative ode of chorus during the whole incident and no 
improbability was felt at the return of Agamemnon. If examined 
carefully and rigidly, we will notice that he must have passed 
over from Troy in less than fifteen minutes. Another fact with 
the ancients was that with them three plays were performed in 
one day. These were called trilogies. In Shakespeare, we m.ay 
imagine these trilogies connected into one representation. If 
Lear were divided into three parts, each would be a play with 
the ancients. If we take three plays of Agamemnon and divide 
them into acts, they would form one play (Raysor, II, 264). 
Thus Coleridge says that unity is the subject of ideal 
law. "The dramatist who circumcribes himself within that unity 
of time which is regulated by stop watch, may be exact, but is 
1 8 
Lord Kames in Elements of Criticism stressed the role of 
chorus in necessitating unities (Vickers, op. cit.. Vol.IV, 
p. 495-7). Schlegel, however, stressed the fact that the real 
function of chorus was to represent ideal audience. It 
expresses the point of view of audience and explains it to 
them. Coleridge borrows from both of them. 
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not methodical; or his method is of the least and lowest class" 
(Raysor, II, 349). Unities v/hich were considered essential for 
Greek plays may not be necessary for the condition of 
Shakespeare's time. We, therefore, cannot judge Shakespeare 
according to standards established for a bygone age. According 
to Coleridge, it is an absurd mistake to compare the beauties 
of the swan and the dove. Equally absurd it would be to pass 
judgement on the works of a poet according to the rules derived 
from the works of other poets of other times and circumstances 
(J'aysor, I, 196). Moreover, the rules of Greek plays cannot be 
applied to Shakespeare's because they can be distinguished from 
the works of Sophocles and Aeschylus. Shakespeare's plays are 
not tragedies or comedies in the strict sense of the word. They 
are a new genre in itself, "diverse in kind, not merely 
different in degree" -- they can be called Romantic drama or 
dramatic romances (Raysor, I, 197). They appeal to the 
imagination rather than to the senses and to the reason as 
contemplating our inward nature. Since reason is independent of 
time and place it has nothing to do with them. The imagination, 
on the contrary,has an arbitrary control over both. 
Shakespeare therefore ought not to be tried by ancient 
and classic rules but by the standards of his own age. 
Moreover, these unities were not an end in themselves but means 
to an end i.e., to produce great dramas (Raysor, I, 50). 
Shakespeare, too, arrived at the same conclusion by adopting a 
different process. If King Lear was to be tried by the lavs 
which Aristotle established and Sophocles obeyed, it must be at 
once admitted to be outrageously irregular. On the other hand, 
"Lear's language was the language of nature, and such language 
while we wept, it mingle[d] with our tears. It might give pain, 
but not such pain as was inconsistent with pleasure" (Raysor, 
II, 84). Coleridge objects to Dr. Johnson's remark that little 
or nothing is wanting to render Othello a regular tragedy but 
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to have opened the play with the arrival of Othello in Cyprus 
and to have throv/n the preceding act into the form of narration 
(Raysor, I, 49). 
The unity found in Shakespeare's plays is the unity of a 
higher order. For 
Who can transpose the scenes of Macbeth, and make 
the seated heart knock at the ribs with the same 
force as now it does, v;hen the mysterious tale is 
conducted from the open heath, on which the weird 
sisters are ushered in with thunder and lightning, 
to the fated fight of Dunsinane, in which their 
victim expiates with life, his credulity and his 
ambition? 
(Raysor, II, 349-50) 
As we have already seen, Coleridge believes that a 
Shakespearian play does not contain photographic reality of 
nature but is an imitation. In Athenian drama, the observation 
of the unities sometimes "narrows the period of action and 
impoverishes the sources of pleasure". Events are sometimes 
brought into a space in which it is impossible for them to have 
occurred, and in this way the "grandest effort of the dramatist 
that of making his play the mirror of life is defeated" 
(Raysor, II, 161). Even in a few best Grecian plays, the 
preservation of the unities involved the authors in 
absurdities. Only a few subjects could be successfully 
represented with the preservation of unities so it frequently 
happened that seventy or eighty plays were written on the same 
subject and with the same characters. 
The fact that during Shakespeare's times stage had 
nothing but curtains for its scenes, compelled the actor as 
well as the author to appeal to the imagination and not to the 
senses'Of the audience. "Thus was obtained a power over space 
and time which in an ancient theatre would have been absurd 
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because it would have been contradictory". Thus while the 
ancient dramatist "binds us down to the meanest part of our 
nature", Shakespeare appeals to that "which we most want to be 
when we are most worthy of being..." He "shakes off the iron 
bondage of space and time" (Raysor, I, 150). 
In stead of the unities of time and place, we have in 
Shakespearian drama a unity of feeling. This unity of feeling 
or character pervades the whole of his dramas (Raysor, II, 
265). Coleridge thus attempted to show that the unities of time 
and place were not essential to Shakespearian drama and that to 
suppose them as necessary was to suppose "as evident a 
falsehood as that the drama impresses with pleasure only as it 
is supposed to be reality" (Raysor, II, 83). The truth is that 
it is never supposed to be real — the height of delusion, the 
utmost point to which it can arrive is that we do not question 
about its being real or false, but are "impressed only by the 
vividness of impression, which is independent of the thought of 
reality" (Raysor, II, 83). 
Thus Coleridge occupies a middle position with regard to 
the question of dramatic credibility. On the one hand, there 
were French critics who evidently presuppose that a perfect 
delusion is to be aimed at. On the other, there was Dr. Johnson 
who supposed the auditors throughout as in full knowledge of 
the contrary. This is probably Coleridge's final answer to the 
criticism of the unities that began in the eighteenth century 
with Farquhar, and this is probably the modern position also. 
Only additions have been made to this. One of the modern 
theories derived from anthropology considers a dramatic 
performance akin to religious ritual. Like rituals, drama 
exercises a sort of magical effect over the participants and 
19 
transforms them from inside. Francis Fergusson, for example, 
19 
Francis Fergusson, The Idea of a Theatre (Princeton, 1949) 
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in The Idea of a Theatre studied Hamlet as a kind of ritual. 
Similarly, in The Story of the Night, the four Bradleian 
20 
tragedies were studied by John Holloway from an 
anthropological point of view. This school is called the 
"Energies of Drama School", i.e., drama as a source of power. 
This view, however, would not have been possible without 
Coleridge's middle position. 
VII 
While comparing Greek drama with English drama, Coleridge 
likens them to sculpture and painting respectively. The basic 
difference between them is that of selectiveness and 
inclusiveness. Greek drama achieves holistic effect through 
selectiveness, and Shakespearian drama does so by 
inclusiveness. Apart from this, Greek drama follows the concept 
of decorum, according to which only one variety of characters 
is presented at one time. As in the paintings of Niobe, "so 
also in Greek drama, it would appear very disgusting, if an old 
nurse were introduced in a heroic subject" (Raysor, II, 159). 
Care must be taken to prevent the "undignified" from appearing 
in the company of the dignified. Not only that, care should 
also be taken regarding the number of figures. Too many persons 
must not appear at the same time. As against this, in a small 
group of a picture by Raphael or Titian, which Coleridge 
compares with Shakespearian drama, an "immense number of 
figures may be introduced" as, for example, a beggar, a 
cripple, a dog or a cat, all can be placed together. No rule 
need be followed regarding the decorum, and aesthetic sense is 
not impaired by putting such discordant objects together. This 
concept of decorum, as Coleridge says, does not apply to 
Shakespeare's plays. For example, this effect is produced in 
the first scene of The Tempest, where with remarkable skill the 
highest and the lowest characters are brought together. 
20 
John Holloway, The Story of the Night (London, 1961). 
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"Much of the genius of Shakespeare is displayed in these happy 
combinations -- the highest and the lowest, the gayest and the 
saddest; he is not droll in one scene and melancholy in 
another, but often both the one and the other in the same 
scene. Laughter is made to swell the tears of sorrow, and to 
throw, as it were, a poetic light upon it, while the tear 
mingles tenderness with the laughter" (Raysor, II, 169-70). 
Thus as against his eighteenth century counterparts, 
Coleridge does not regard mixing of comic with tragic as 
something absurd and ludicrous. Shakespeare, according to 
Coleridge, always manages the interfusion of the tragic with 
the comic with "transcendent skill". The fool in King Lear, for 
example, contributes "in a very sensible manner to the tragic 
wildness of the whole drama". Lear's wandering amidst the 
tempest, had all his feelings of distress increased by the 
overflowing of the wild wit of the fool, as "vinegar poured 
upon wounds exacerbate[s ] their pain" (Raysor, II, 357). Thus 
his comic characters constantly react on the tragic ones and 
"comic humour tends to the development of tragic passion" 
(Raysor, II, 266). In other words, his comic is so interfused 
with the tragic as to produce a unity of the tragic on the 
whole. 
It is very surprising that in spite of rejecting the 
concept of decorum, Coleridge adopts an eighteenth century 
approach to the Porter Scene in Macbeth. All the eighteenth 
century critics regarded the Porter as "an incongruous 
character" since they could not find any place for comedy in 
tragedy. This scene was "commendably omitted" in theatrical 
productions of Macbeth in seventeenth and eighteenth 
21 
centuries. Very much in the manner of his predecessors, 
Coleridge says : 
21 . 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol.V, p.389 
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This low Porter soliloquy I believe written for the 
mob by some other hand, perhaps with Shakespeare's 
consent -- and that finding it take, he with the 
remaining ink of a pen otherwise employed just 
interpolated it with the sentence; 'I'll devil 
Porter it no further'and what follows to'bonfire'. 
Of the rest not one syllable has the ever present 
being of Shakespeare. 
(Raysor, I, 75) 
Coleridge's failure to appreciate the psychological impact of 
the Porter scene, which was realized for the first time by De 
Quincy, is striking. 
VIII 
Coleridge has interesting and perceptive comments to rake 
on tragi-comedy and the historical plays of Shakespeare. About 
tragi-comedy, Coleridge says that though Shakespeare has 
produced comedy in tragedy, he never produced tragi-comedy as a 
form which we find in Italian literature and which found its 
way in English drama also. The tragedy as well as comedy of the 
Greek and the English dramatist was much above the real life, 
"the arena common to both was ideal". He says : 
If tragedy was poetry in deepest earnest, cor.edy 
was mirth in the highest zest, exulting in the 
removal of all the bounds; an intellectual wealth 
squandered in sport; it had nothing to do with 
morality; its lessons were prudential; it taught to 
avoid vice, but if it aimed at admonition, it 
became a middle thing, neither tragedy nor comedy. 
(Raysor, I, 169) 
Coleridge makes a distinction between comedy and farce. 
"A proper farce", he says, "is mainly distinguished from comedy 
by the license allowed, and even required, in the fable, in 
order to produce strange and laughable situations" (Raysor, I, 
99). The story need not be probable, it is enough that it is 
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possible. A comedy would scarcely allow even the two 
"Antipholuses", but farce "dares add two Dromios" and is 
justified in so doing by the laws of its end and constitution. 
In a word "farce commences in a postulate, v/hich must be 
granted". In The Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare has presented us 
with a "legitimate" farce in "exactest consonance with the 
philosophical principles and character of farce", as 
distinguished from comedy arid from entertainments. 
Coleridge also makes interesting comments about 
historical drama. In a historical drama, Shakespeare blends the 
epic with the tragic. In order that a drama be purely 
historical, it is necessary that it be the history of the 
people to whom it is addressed. Since reality is taken for 
granted, there should be no such dramatic improbability 
(Raysor, I, 138). Moreover, it must be poetical, concerned with 
what is permanent in our nature and therefore deeply 
interesting to all ages. The events in themselves are 
immaterial because they are the "clothing and manifestation" of 
the spirit that is working within. A historic drama is not just 
a chronology of events, not merely an account of events, but 
has a deeper, organic unity : 
In this mode, the unity resulting from succession 
is destroyed but is supplied by a unity of higher 
order, which connects the events by reference to 
the workers, gives a reason for them in their 
motives, and presents men in their causative 
character. It takes, therefore, that part of real 
history which is the least known, and infuses a 
principle of life and organisation into the naked 
facts, and makes them all the framework of an 
animated whole. 
(Raysor, I, 139) 
History plays can further be divided into three parts. 
The distinction does not depend on the quantity of historical 
events compared with the fiction for there is as much history 
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in Macbeth as in Richard II, but in relation of the history to 
the plot. In the pure history pLays, history is the moving spirit, 
"history informs the plot" (Raysor, I, 143). In 
quasi-historical plays, the main direction is given by the 
history but there are other things too. History thus "directs" 
the plot. The -two parts of Henry IV form a species of 
themselves and may be quoted as an example of "mixt" drama. In 
fictitious drama, history is guided by plot, "it subserves it". 
Macbeth, Hamlet, Cymbeline, King Lear etc. may be quoted as 
exemplifying this type. 
Shakespeare, Coleridge says, in blending the epic with 
the tragic, has given the impression of the drama to the 
history of his country. "By this means he has bequeathed the 
pure spirit of history". It is not that his facts are to be 
relied on implicitly for he is not a historian and, therefore, 
combines his imagination with them : 
as the difference is destroyed by a telescope, and 
by the force of imagination we see in the 
constellations, brought close to the eye, a 
multitude of words, so by the law of 
impressiveness, v;hen we read his plays, we seem to 
live in the era he portrays. 
(Raysor, II, 278) 
Thus in his modification and sometimes even rejection of 
neo-classical doctrine, Coleridge displays enough modern sense. 
Occasionally, however, he betrays himself to be a champion of 
the eighteenth century legacy. For example, he suggests that 
Shakespeare's greatness can be realized if he is compared with 
other writers following a method used by neo-classical critics. 
In the neo-classical age, there was a critical convention of 
comparing passages on particular topics e.g., a passage 
describing the night from Homer or Virgil would be put side by 
side a similar passage from Milton. Surprisingly, Coleridge 
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also asks us to follow the same method -- the method of 
comparing isolated passages (Raysor, I, 229). This is in spite 
of the fact that in his great Preface, Dr. Johnson, the most 
representative neo-classical critic had condemned this method. 
Coleridge, hov/ever, advocates it. A similar illustration of 
Coleridge's adherence to the eighteenth century method is to be 
found in his occasional adoption of the beauties-faults method. 
Thus we see that in spite of Coleridge's novelty, he does not 
altogether reject the eighteenth century critical tradition. 
IX 
Coleridge is very critical of the neo-classical taste in 
the second half of the seventeenth and the eighteenth century. 
Coleridge believes that this was not genuine taste because the 
pseudo-wits and the pseudo-intellectuals of that age looked 
only for verbal decorum and not to originality of thought and 
expression. Thus the beautiful expression "hanging woods" 
(Raysor, I, 208) would be unacceptable to these pseudo-wits 
because the depravity of their minds v;ould remind them of the 
gallows rather than of trees over-hanging a river or a valley. 
This debasement of taste is caused by an excessive sense of the 
ludicrous. This criticism of the eighteenth century taste is 
not surprising since Coleridge had little liking for the 
eighteenth century poetic diction. 
Coleridge revolted against the neo-classical principle 
of judging Shakespeare's language at the touchstone of reason, 
good sense and correctness. Shakespeare, according to Coleridge, 
is not merely a poet but a "dramatic poet" and his style 
accordingly is poetic and the words he employs to convey the 
meaning are used imaginatively. If there can be any mode of 
judging the appropriateness of diction in Shakespeare plays, it 
is imagination and not reason- Coleridge does not approve the 
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practice of seventeenth and eighteenth century editors who made 
several alterations in the diction of Shakespeare's plays. In 
Timon of Athens, for example, he criticizes the alteration of 
"denude" for "deny't" (IV, III, 9, "Raise me this beggar and 
deny't that lord"), v/hen he says, "I cannot see the necessity 
of this alteration. Shakespeare is not merely a poet but a 
"dramatic poet" and as a dramatic poet, when "his head and 
heart are swelling with fullness", nobody can ask "whether he 
was gramatically arranged, but only whether he has conveyed his 
meaning" (Raysor, I, 84-5). Since Shakespeare has his o\^ m 
peculiar way of writing, it is unjustified to test his 
abilities according to the standard meant for a different style 
suited to a different age. 
He criticizes those eighteenth century critics v/ho 
believe that the line -- The rugged Phyrrhus he whose sable 
arms" (Hamlet, II, ii, 446-512) -- is an interpolation. This 
actor's recitation, according to Coleridge, is dramatically 
appropriate because Shakespeare wanted to distinguish this 
passage from the style of his own play. This is an "admirable 
substitution of the epic for the dramatic" (Raysor, I, 27). 
Similarly, the dialogue of Hamlet with the players is "one and 
among the happiest instances" of Shakespeare's power of 
diversifying the scene while he is carrying on the plot 
(Raysor, I, 30). In the Sergent's speech too (second scene in 
Macbeth), the style is deliberately stylized as epic in order 
to distinguish it from his own play; "epic is substituted for 
the tragic in order to make the latter felt as the real-life 
diction" (Raysor, I, 67). 
According to Coleridge, it is much easier to find fault 
with a writer "by reference to former notions and experience 
than to sit down and read him, recollecting his purpose, 
connecting one feeling with another and judging of his words 
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and phrases, in proportion as they convey the sentiments of the 
person represented" (Raysor, II, 180). Shakespeare, working 
under his own vivid and vigorous imagination writes a language 
that invariably, and intuitively becomes the condition and 
position of each characer. As the song of Deborah in Romeo and 
Juliet though "as simple a dithyrambic production as exist in 
any language yet it is the proper and characteristic effusion 
of a woman highly elevated by triumph, by the natural hatred of 
oppressors, and resulting from a bitter sense of wrong; it is a 
song of exultation on deliverance from these evils, a 
deliverance accompanished by herself" (Raysor, II, 136). 
Shakespeare's language is the language of characters 
according to their own passions and situations. However, 
somtimes particularly in the early plays like in Romeo and 
Juliet, Shakespeare too forgets for a moment the particular 
character and "utters his o;^ words in his own person" (Raysor, 
II, 137). Capulet and Montague often talk a language belonging 
to their creator and not so characteristic of their ox^m 
passions in the situations in which they are placed. In lines 
(I, ii) when Capulet talks to Paris, he speaks a language, 
though poetic but not descriptive of his passions and shov/s "a 
high and active fancy" (II, 136). This is also true in Love's 
Labour's Lost. This fault is there in his early plays because 
the dramatist is not entirely "blended" with the poet (Raysor, 
II, 128). 
Shakespeare's language in his later works is mature, and 
collocation of his words is so well placed that no word can be 
removed or altered from its place. An attempt to remove a word 
out of its place is as futile an attempt as that of "pushing a 
brick out of the wall with the forefinger". There, the language 
of man and that of nature are blended. It is not purely 
arbitrary mode of recalling the object as the sound sun "or the 
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figure S, U, N, are", nor is it the language of nature, " a 
subordinate logos"; it is something intermediate or rather it 
is the former blended with the latter. For example, in King 
Lear, it is not "merely recalling the cold notion of the thing, 
but expressing the reality of it, and, as arbitrary language is 
an heirloom of the human race, being itself a part of that 
which it manifests" (Raysor, I, 209). The objects described are 
fully realized in words. According to Coleridge, the words 
which Shakespeare has used are transparent and not opaque as in 
Milton, i.e., they do not draw any attention to themselves but 
to the thing they describe. The picturesque power displayed by 
these words is excellent and in this respect Shakespeare may be 
compared with Dante. By the use of a simple but the most apt 
word, Shakespeare "instils that energy into the mind" which 
compels the imagination to produce the picture. For example, 
Prospero tells Miranda : 
• 
One midnight 
Fated to that purpose, did Antonio open 
The gates of Milan; and, the deed of darkness. 
The ministers for the purpose hurried thence 
Me, and thy crying self : 
Here, Coleridge says, by a single "happy epithet" "crying" in 
the last line, a complete picture is presented to the mind and 
in the production of such pictures the power of a genius 
consists (Raysor, II, 174). 
Coleridge quotes the lines which have fallen under the 
"very severe but inconsiderate censure" of Pope and Arbuthnot 
as piece of the grossest bombast. Coleridge quotes the lines 
when Prospero addresses his daughter, directing her attention 
to Ferdinand (Raysor, II, 179) : 
The fringed curtain of thine eye advance 
And say what thou seest yond. 
.(I, ii) 
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Coleridge puts forward the plea here that different modes of 
expression arise from difference of situation and education. A 
blackguard would use words according to his own nature and 
profession while a gentleman would employ differnt words to 
express the same thing. Thus to judge the appropriateness of a 
word, it is necessary to see in v/hich context and by whom it is 
used. Here these words are spoken by Prospero when his daughter 
awakens from the charmed sleep and sees Ferdinand. "The 
solemnity of phraseology assigned to Prospero is completely in 
character, recollecting her preternatural capacity in which the 
most familar objects in nature present themselves a familiar 
point of view (Raysor, II, 180). 
Similarly, in Richard II, Bolingbroke's intentions are 
revealed to us by the use of a personal pronoun which is used 
by Shakespeare deliberately and purposely : 
Noble Lord, 
Go to the rude ribs of that ancient castle; 
Through brazen trumpet send the breath of pearle 
Into his ruined ears, and thus deliver. 
Here, the phrase, "into his ruined ears" was used by 
Bolingbroke for the castle, but his thoughts largely dwelt on 
the king (Raysor, II, 190). Similarly, in Hamlet, it is from 
the "strange and forced manner" of Ophelia that "penetrating" 
Hamlet perceived that the "sweet girl is not acting a part of 
her o\-m and thus saw into the stratagem" (Raysor, I, 29). 
In spite of his rejection of false poetic diction, it is 
surprising that sometimes in his own criticism of Shakespeare, 
Coleridge too commits the same fault for which he censures the 
neo-classical critics. The phrase "the blanket of the dark" in 
Macbeth is, according to Coleridge, un-Shakespearian. It should 
be -- "Nor heaven peep thro' the blank height of the dark". 
"Height", according to Coleridge, is often spelled as "het" "in 
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our older manuscripts". Modern scholarship, however, proves 
that no such variant form existed (Raysor, I, 73). Sometines, 
Coleridge's lack of historical knowledge makes him criticize 
Shakespearian epithets. Since he was not familiar v/ith 
Elizabethan slang, he could not understand the v7ord 
"fishmonger" which, in Elizabethan slang, meant a "brothel 
keeper" (Raysor, I, 26). 
X 
Coleridge's defence of Shakespeare's puns and conceits 
is another important aspect of his Shakespearian criticise. In 
fact, Coleridge was the first critic to have analysed 
Shakespearian puns and conceits in relation to the organic 
structure of the plays. Throughout the eighteenth century, the 
relative importance of puns was undermined as they were 
included among the faults of Shakespeare's style. The same line 
of criticism which started with Dryden continued till Dr. 
Johnson who too denounced the "quibbles" of Shakespeare. He 
says that "the fascination" of quibble was so "irresistible" to 
Shakespeare that "he would be content to purchase it by the 
sacrifice of reason, propriety and truth" but it was sure to 
lead him out of his way and sure to engulf himi in the "rire" 
just like "luminous vapours are to the traveller". "A quibble 
was to him the fatal Cleopatra for which he lost the world, and 
22 
was content to lose it". 
Undoubtedly, in Whiter and Morgann, we find an attempt 
to defend Shakespeare's puns, though in both the cases the 
attempt is only incidental and no adequate justification about 
the use of pun is given. Morgann in a footnote refuses to 
accept all the puns as Shakespearian. Those which are really 
Shakespearian, show his power of transforming "base things into 
22 
Vickers, op. cit.. Vol. V, p.68. 
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excellence". His approach on the v/hole is still neo-classical 
since he looks down upon puns as something base and vile. One 
of the many functions of puns is, however, brilliantly analysed 
For if the jew cut but deep enough, 
I'll pay [the forfeiture] v;ith all my heart. 
(The Merchant of Venice, 4.1.230 ff) 
Here a play upon words, Morgann says, is fully functional as it 
is natural for one "who affects gaiety under the pressure of 
23 
severe misfortune". However, "so broken a gleam can only 
serve more plainly to disclose the gloom and darkness of the 
mind" because it is an "effort of fortitude" which fails in its 
operation and becomes "the most effective pathos". Like 
Morgann's, Whiter's defence of pun is very brief but unlike 
Morgann, he regards pun as an unconscious effort on the part of 
the dramatist. According to his theory, the "propensity in the 
mind to associate subjects so remote in their meaning and so 
heterogeneous in their nature, must of necessity deceive the 
ardour of the writer into whimsical or ridiculous combina-
24 tions". However, as the reader is not under this effect, he 
charges the writer for a foolish quibble even when he intends 
no quibble. In an effort to exculpate Shakespeare from the 
charge of conscious punning. Whiter too, adopts an eighteenth 
century approach. He thus destroys the beauty and effect of one 
of the most characteristic quality of Shakespeare's plays. 
Coleridge for the first time analysed Shakespearian puns 
in their dramatic context and gave us a theory which is akin to 
the twentieth century approach. It is to be noted here that 
Coleridge's approach is completely original and he cannot be 
charged with plagiarism. He starts by saying that punning in 
^"^Ibid. , Vol. VI, p.175. 
24 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol. VI, p.610, 
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itself is not a weakness of style but "an additional grace" 
(Raysor, II, 185). It becomes ridiculous only if not used 
properly or used at a wrong place. In a philosophical sense, 
punning is a natural expression of a natural emotion. It arises 
from the fact that language is not the mere vehicle of 
representing external objects or simple information. "VJords are 
the living products of the living mind and could not be a due 
medium between the thing and the mind unless they partook of 
both" (Raysor, II, 104). The words should not be used to convey 
merely what a certain thing is, but the very passion and all 
the circumstances which were conceived as constituting the 
perception of the thing by the person v;ho used the v/ord. 
Providing us with this philosophical origin of the puns, 
Coleridge goes on to analyse the proper functioning of puns in 
Shakespearian drama. 
Coleridge has- a perfectly modern sense of the 
associative power of language. He anticipates Empson and '^ ahood 
when he says that Shakespeare enriches meaning through 
ambiguity. Punning can be one of the means of communication, not 
just a play on words as in Macbeth (I, iii, 120-121) : 
Banquo - That trusted home 
Might yet enkindle you unto the crown 
Coleridge realized that only denotative meaning is not 
sufficient but connotative meaning is also required. Ke doubts 
that the v/ord "enkindle" has not yet another sense than that of 
"stimulating" whether that of the "kind" and "kin" as in the 
phrase, "rabbits kindle" (Raysor, I, 69). Coleridge here 
analyses punning linguistically. 
Apart from this philosophic and linguistic meaning, 
punning has a dramatic significance too. In Shakespeare's-
plays, the play upon words is perfectly natural and quite in 
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character. In Richard II, for example, Bolingbroke approaches 
the castle in which the unfortunate king has taken shelter. 
Bolingbroke intends to kill the king. York who is also with him 
tries to check his advance. Bolingbroke observes : 
Mistake not uncle, farther than you should ' 
and York answers with a play upon words "take" 
and "mistake" : 
Take not, good cousin, farther than you should 
Lest you mistake. The heavens are o ' er our heads. 
Here the play upon words is according to the state of 
mind and degree of passion of the character (Raysor, II, 190). 
Gaunt's punning on his death bed (II, i) is also defended by 
Coleridge on the ground that it is the natural state of human 
mind in deep passion. "It is a tendency of the human mind, when 
suffering under some great affliction, to associate everything 
around it with the obstrusive feeling, to connect and absorb 
all into the predominant sensation". The peevishness of the old 
Gaunt is clearly reflected in his answer (Raysor, II, 280). 
In Shakespeare's plays, puns often arise out of a 
mingled sense of injury and contempt of the person inflicting 
it, for it is the most natural way of expressing that nixed 
feeling. Hamlet's fondness for pun is an expression of the 
exuberant activity of his mind. Here puns are the language of 
his suppressed passion and an expression of his resentment with 
life (Raysor, I, 22) : 
Ham : [aside] A little more than kin/ and less 
than kind. 
King : How is it that clouds still hang on you? 
Ham : Not so, my Lord : I am too much in the sun. 
Sometimes a pun can be used as one of the most effectual 
intensives of passion. 
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Thus Coleridge has enough modern sense to show that 
punning is a source of richness in Shakespeare's language 
though the traces of eighteenth century approach in Coleridge's 
method can also be found. He adopts an eighteenth century 
approach when he defends the use of puns as the common fault of 
Shakespearian age (Raysor, I, 149). Coleridge's inability to 
accept a vast number of puns as unShakespearian shows that 
punning was looked down upon not merely in the eighteenth 
century but in the nineteenth century also. Coleridge does not 
pretend to justify every conceit as Shakespearian since, as he 
says, most of them have been most unfairly imputed to him 
(Raysor, II, 121). There are many portions of the scenes, as 
Coleridge says, attributed to Shakespeare which were never 
written by him. He, for example, does not regard the following 
lines of Julius Caeser as Shakespearian. 
Antony speaks to the body of Caesar : 
0 world, thou wast the forest to this hart 
And this, indeed, o world, the heart of thee. 
(Ill, i, 205-7) 
These lines are unShakespearian not only on account of the 
rhythm but also of conceit since it does not arise out of the 
context (Raysor, I, 17). Here this conceit is alien. Antony 
forgets an image, "when he is even touching it; and then 
recollects it when the thought lasts in his mind must have led 
him away from it". 
Coleridge's failure to accept the punning in Porter 
scene as unShakespearian shows his failure to consider the 
importance of puns for the intensification of tragedy. This is 
never shown more clearly than in this remark : 
Excepting the disgusting passage of the Porter 
which I dare pledge myself to demonstrate an 
interpolation of actors, I do not remember in 
Macbeth a single pun or play on words.... 
(Ravsor, I, 77) 
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These lines, according to Coleridge, show the "vulgarism" 
(Raysor, I, 149) of Shakespeare's age. 
In connection with Shakespeare's "much used" puns and 
conceits, Coleridge proceeds to defend Shakespeare's wit also 
(Raysor, II, 123). For this purpose, Coleridge compares the wit 
of Shakespeare with that of his contemporaries and aptly 
remarks that "while Shakespeare gave wit as salt to our meat", 
Ben Jonson gave us wit "as salt instead of meat". He further 
says that all the other excellencies of Shakespeare were 
possessed by his contemporaries in greater or less degree; the 
point in which none of them had approached Shakespeare, was his 
wit. Shakespeare's wit is different from that of other "witty" 
writers. It is subtle, and concrete, not just verbal but always 
accompanied by a visual image. Wit in other writers is purely 
verbal and therefore, non-visual. Hence its effect is soon 
lost. Shakespeare wit lingers on in the mind, while in other 
writers it is soon forgotten. Coleridge quotes the example of 
the flea on Bardolph's nose, which Falstaff compares with "a 
soul suffering in purgatory (Raysor, II, 124). Thus, the image 
itself affords a great part of the pleasure. 
Sometimes, by connecting "disparate thought purely by 
means of resemblances" in the words expressing then, 
Shakespeare doubles "the natural connection or order of logical 
consequence in the thoughts by the introduction of an 
artificial and sought for resemblance in the words", as, for 
instance, in the third line of Love's Labour's Lost (Raysor, I, 
95) : "And then grace us in the disgrace of death". This derives 
"its force and propriety", as justified" by the law of passion, 
induces in the mind an unusual activity" and seeks "for means 
to waste its superfluity". 
The analysis of wit and puns in Shakespeare's style 
shows hov^  acute Coleridge's analysis of poetic elements could be. 
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XI 
Coleridge's concept of metre is an organic one related 
to the whole scheme of the play. According to Coleridge; all 
the elements in a work of art should be so combined as to give 
a sense of totality. 
In Shakespearian drama, metre is one of the many parts 
which help the poet in producing and conveying this sense 
precisely. Metre is an important tool in order to discover vjhat is 
"legitimate" in Shakespeare as also "what does not belong to 
him" (Raysor, II, 67). Meaning in his dramas never closes at 
the end of a line but impetuosity of thought makes it "flow 
from one verse to another seldom closing with the tenth 
syllable of the line". This impetuosity of thought so strongly 
influences his metre that it furnishes a criterion of what is 
and what is not Shakespeare's (Raysor, I, 232). In Pericles, 
for example, "varied images symbolical of moral truth, 
thrusting by and seeming to trip up each other" make the sense 
continue from one line to another. According to Coleridge, the 
play was written "a century before but which Shakespeare 
altered and where his alteration may be recognized" because of 
the metre "even to half a line" (Raysor, II, 268). This can be 
found not only in his later plays but in his early dramas too, 
such as Love's Labour's Lost, where the "same perfection in the 
flowing continuity of inter-changeable metrical pauses is 
constantly perceptible" (Raysor, II, 268) in Love's Labour's 
Lost, the "sweetness and smoothness" of metre is remarkable and 
displays Shakespeare's powers even in the very beginning of his 
career (Raysor, I, 92). 
Sometimes, the metre is used to convey the mood, thought 
or passion of a particular character. In Julius Caesar, the 
metre of the following lines was meant to express "that sort of 
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mild philosophic contempt characterizing Brutus even in his 
first casual speech (Raysor, I, 14). 
Br. - A soothsayer bids you beware the ides of March. 
(I, ii, 19) 
Shakespeare always makes the metre conform to the thought of 
the speaker as, for example, in Julius Caesar, Shakespeare 
writes : 
She dreamt last night, she saw my statue. 
(II, ii, 76) 
A modern tragic poet would have written : 
Last night she dreamt, that she my statue saw. 
Shakespeare never avails himself of the "supposed licence of 
transposition" merely for the sake of metre (Raysor, I, 16). 
There is always some logic either of thought or passion to 
justify it. In Lady Macbeth's speech of welcome to Duncan, 
Coleridge notes "a laboured rhythm revealing insincerity and 
affectation". In her speech, we cannot detect "a ray of 
personal feeling but all is thrown upon the 'dignities', the 
general duty. The very rhythm expresses the insincere over much 
in Lady Macbeth's answer to the king" (Raysor, I, 73). 
Even a line of irregular length and metre may be 
dramatically important in Shakespeare, as in Richard II, the 
name of Henry Bolingbroke occupies the whole one line and this, 
according to Coleridge, is to convey "Bolingbroke's opinion of 
his own importance" (Raysor, II, 190). 
Metre can be used to find out the social status to which 
a particular character belongs. Characters of high social 
status use verse while others use prose. For this reason, 
Coleridge tries to cast Marullus' words in Julius Caesar 
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(I, i, 20) into blank verse, so that the "tribune may be 
distinguished from the rabble" . It does not mean that this is 
always employed by Shakespeare as a rule, as Coleridge says 
that Shakespeare preserves the same social distinction even 
when they both "speak their minds" in the same form. There is a 
great variety in Shakespeare's prose. It is used by cobblers in 
the opening scene of Julius Caesar and it is also used by a 
noble character like Hamlet. Both speak a "rhythm so 
felicitious and so severally appropriate as to be a virtual 
metre". In its poetic quality, prose becomes "a virtual metre" 
(Raysor, I, 13). It acquires the characteristics of poetry 
beause of the presence of unifying imagination. 
It is not perhaps by chance that in the last paragraph, 
our discussion of Coleridge's view of Shakespeare's metre ended 
on the words "unifying imagination". It should be possible to 
show that Coleridge's criticism of the plays, in his treatment 
of general themes, is unified by, and emanates from, his 
discovery of an appropriate theoretical framework for the study 
of Shakespeare. There is a radical difference between the 
ordinary eighteenth century discussion of general topics 
relating to Shakespeare and that of Coleridge. While in most 
cases the former remains isolated, unintegrated and disjointed, 
in Coleridge, the discussion of general topics proceeds from a 
unified approach to Shakespearian drama. Imagination is the 
cornerstone of this unified cipproach, and it is Coleridge's 
tacit belief that individual elements of Shakespeare's art are 
all integrated into a whole because his works have that rarest 
of all poetic qualities which may be designated as imaginative 
unity. And it is here that Coleridge makes us bid farewell to 
the eighteenth century forever. 
CHATPER - V 
COLERIDGE'S CRITICISM OF SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS 
Having discussed in detail Coleridge's views on general 
issues arising out of his treatment of Shakespearian drama, let 
us now have a close look at his criticism of the individual 
plays of Shakespeare. 
We may begin by pointing out that little attention has 
been paid to Coleridge's criticism of the form of Shakespeare's 
plays; the critics seem eager to highlight Coleridge's supposed 
neglect of form. For example, Rene Wellek accuses Coleridge of 
placing undue emphasis on characters. According to him, 
"Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare is largely character 
analysis. The play as a play is either ignored or minimized". 
Alfred Harbage in the introduction to his edition of 
. . 2 
Coleridge's criticism does not mention anything about 
Coleridge's criticism of form. Even T.M. Raysor, whom Fogle 
3 
calls as the "indispensable editor" of Coleridge's 
Shakespearian criticism, remarks that Coleridge treated 
Shakespeare's plays as if they were novels. Raysor says that 
Coleridge's primary point of view as a critic was not dramatic 
but literary and "the result of such criticism is always to 
subordinate plot to character; that is, to criticize plays as 
if they were novels, and to forget the numerous conventions of 
Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism 1750-1950 (London, 
1955), Vol. II~rThe Romantic Age, p.178. 
2 
Alfred Harbage, "Introduction", Coleridge on Shakespeare 
(Harmondsworth, 1969), pp. 15-29. 
3 
R.H. Fogle, The_Idea of Coleridge's Criticism (Berkeley, 1962), 
p.113. 
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the drama for the sake of psychology". In fact, Badawi can be 
regarded as the only critic who, for the first time, realized 
the importance of form in Coleridge's analysis of Shakespeare's 
plays. Unfortunately, however, in his discussion of Coleridge's 
treatment of the form of Shakespeare's plays, he too, forgets 
that the meaning of a play cannot be studied in isolation 
5 
from the dramatic structure. His attempt to find out the 
meaning of a few Shakespearian plays in Coleridge's analysis 
led him to abstract it from the total dramatic or artistic 
pattern rather than to show how Coleridge emphasizes that the 
play unfolds the meaning only gradually. 
We may assert here that Coleridge was the first modern 
critic to write actual formal criticism of Shakespearian plays 
in detail. If Fogle's words are to be used, it can be said that 
Coleridge discusses nothing but structure and his "whole 
account of the Shakespearian drama is a description of its 
organic inter-relations". Before going into details, however. 
4 
T.M. Raysor, "Introduction", Coleridge's Shakespearean 
Criticism (London, 1930), Vol. I, p. liv. Further references 
are included in the text with volume no. and page no. 
cf. Langbaum, who says that nineteenth century readers read 
Shakespeare as«they read the literature of their own time, not 
as a drama in the traditional Aristotelian sense... not in 
other words as a literature of external action in which the 
events derive meaning from their relation to a publicly 
acknowledged morality... [but] as a nineteenth-century 
literature of experience, the literature of the "point of 
view", in which we see the events not from a general moral 
perspective but from the particular perspective of a central 
character... (Robert Langbaum, "Character Versus Action in 
Shakespeare" Shakespeare Quarterly, VIII (1957), no.l, p.57). 
M.M. Badawi, Coleridge ; Critic of Shakespeare (Cambridge, 
1973), pp.67-103. 
Fogle, op. cit. , pp. 113-14. 
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it is necessary here to remind ourselves that Coleridge's view 
of structure was different from that of the eighteenth century 
critics. It was not a mechanical conception of form nor v/as it 
based upon the discussion of Aristotelian categories of a 
beginning, a middle and an end. As is clear from Coleridge's 
views on dramatic unities and organicism, Coleridge does not 
isolate the external action or the plot from the whole artistic 
pattern of a play. By plot Coleridge means only story or fable 
which is only one constituent of the whole. The story or fable 
in this sense is merely the "canvas" (Raysor, I, 226) on which 
the excellence of the dramatist is displayed. It is "the 
manner, the situations, the actions and reactions of the 
passion" that are important to complete the whole. The events 
in themselves are "immaterial otherwise than as the clothing 
and manifestation of the spirit that is working within" 
(Raysor, I, 139). In view of this organic conception of the 
form, Coleridge makes the outward action or external movement 
expressive of that poetic or dramatic vision which a particular 
play contains. It is to be noted here that the philosophic 
vision of human experience which a Shakespearian play is 
believed to contain is not the same as the eighteenth century 
conception of the moral of a play. Dramatic poetry, according 
to Coleridge, "must be poetry hid in thought and passion, not 
thought or passion disguised in the dress of poetry". This 
truth or thematic concern is expressed through every part of 
the play. Every scene contributes towards the revelation of the 
poet's meaning or, in other words, the themes of the play. Thus 
a Shakespearian play has some meaning and significance, but it 
must be interpreted as an autonomous work of art, and its 
significance lies in the total organic structure of the whole. 
It, therefore, must be studied as a dramatic piece. This viev; 
will become clear if we look into Coleridge's criticism of 
Shakespearian plays. 
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. . 7 Crxtics have often complaxned that the only criticism 
of Coleridge lies in his analysis of the first scenes and that 
Coleridge could never reach the catastrophe of the plays. In 
fact, however, in Coleridge's analysis of the first scenes lies 
the "germ" of a new critical attitude -- something absolutely 
new in the history of Shakespearian criticism. They are the 
"microcosm" of the structural harmony. Coleridge was the first 
to realise that a Shakespearian play is a moving and developing 
phenomenon. Since the play grows and develops, we should know 
its development from the very beginning. As we shall see while 
dealing with Coleridge's criticism of individual plays, 
Shakespeare's first scenes always/ according to Coleridge, 
prepare the audience for the catastrophe. In a Shakespearian 
play, we get "expectation in preference of surprise" : 
God said "let there be light, and there v/as light --
not there was light. As the feeling with whxch v;e 
startle at a shooting star, compared with that of 
watching the sunrise at the pre-established 
moment, and so low is surprize compared with 
expectation. 
(Raysor, I, 225) 
That Coleridge was interested in the plot of 
Shakespeare's plays is clear from his Marginalia where he gives 
equal importance to plot and character. Even the plans of 
Coleridge's lectures make it amply clear that Coleridge was as 
interested in the discussion of dramatic structure as in 
character-analysis (Raysor, II, 27; II, 318-19). However, the 
criticism that has come down to us in the form of second-hand 
reports of Coleridge's lectures concerns itself mainly with his 
analysis of Shakespearian characters. This, however, cannct be 
regarded as a conclusive proof of his lack of interest in the 
7 
Sylvan Barnet, "Coleridge on Shakespeare's Villains", Shakespea: 
Quarterly, 7 (1956), No.3, p.11. 
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plots. Even in the actual reports, we have sufficient evidence 
of Coleridge's interest in the structure of plays. For example, 
in the ninth lecture of 1811-12 series, we have a brilliant 
analysis of the plot of The Tempest. 
For the sake of convenience we can divide Coleridge's 
criticism of Shakespeare's plays in two groups. In the first 
group, we can place plays like Romeo and Juliet where Coleridge 
discovers the details of a full-length Shakespearian 
philosophy. In the second group can be included plays like The 
Tempest which Coleridge analyses with a view to proving his 
thesis that Shakespeare's judgement is equal to his genius. 
However, in both these types, Coleridge never forgets that he 
is analysing these plays primarily as dramatic writings. 
Romeo and Juliet, according to Coleridge, is among the 
earliest of Shakespeare's works. This is clear not only from 
the fact that in it are to be found "specimens of all the 
excellencies" which Shakespeare afterwards displayed in his 
more perfect dramas but also from the fact that the parts are 
"less happily combined". All the parts are more or less present 
but they are not united in the same harmonious ways as is to be 
found in Shakespeare's later woks. Coleridge says : 
Grand portions are produced : we have limbs of 
giant growth; but the production, as a whole, in 
which each part gives delight for itself, and the 
whole, consisting of these delightful parts, 
communicates the highest intellectual pleasure 
and satisfaction, is the result of the 
application of judgement and taste. 
(Raysor, II, 128-29) 
The unities of time and place are not observed by 
Shakespeare in this play but the unity of action or 
"homogeneity, proportionateness, and totality of interest" are 
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amply present in the play (Raysor, I, 4). "As this is the 
particular excellence of Shakespearian dramas generally so it 
is especially characteristic of Romeo and Juliet". 
The vision which is expressed through the characters of 
Romeo and Juliet (as we shall see in the next chapter) is the 
permanency of true love. Following Plato, Coleridge defines 
love in the following may : 
Love is a desire of the whole being to be united 
to some thing, or some being, felt necessary to 
its completeness, by the most perfect means that 
nature permits, and reason dictates. 
(Raysor, II, 142) 
According to Coleridge, this passion of love is 
described by Shakespeare in various states. The play does not 
open with Romeo and Juliet in love at first sight. The passion 
was to be slowly developed (Raysor, II, 144). In the very first 
scene of the first act, Romeo is depicted already 
love-bewildered, "the necessity of loving creating an object 
for itself". He appears to be in love with Rosaline but in 
truth he is in love with his own idea of love. It is in the 
line of this philosophy that Coleridge justifies the transition 
of Romeo from Rosaline to Juliet, since it was due to his o\'m 
sense of imperfection and his yearning to combine itself with 
the other lovely half. "Romeo became enamoured of the idea he 
had formed in his own mind, and then, as it were, christened 
the first real being of the contrary sex as endowed with the 
perfectness he desired" (Raysor, II, 144). In Juliet, Romeo's 
search for his better half gets realized. 
This theme of Platonic love is embedded in the 
subject-matter of "family feuds". The groundwork of the tale is 
altogether in family life, and the events of the play have 
their first origin in family feuds : 
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Filmy as are the eyes of the party spirit, at 
once dim and truculent, still there is commonly 
some real or supposed object in view, or 
principle to be maintained -- and tho' but equal 
to the twisted wires on the plate of rosin in the 
preparation for electrical pictures, it is still 
a guide in some degre, an assimilation to an 
outline; but in family quarrels, which has proved 
scarcely less injurious to states, wilfulness and 
precipitancy and passion from the mere habit and 
custom can alone be expected. 
(Raysor, I, 45) 
All these impulses which emanate from these types of 
family feuds have been placed before us. It is "like the 
prelude". As "human folly ever presents two sides, one for 
Heraclitus and one for Democritus", Shakespeare has given the 
laughable absurdity of the evil in the contagion of the 
servants. The domestic tale begins with the domestics. "They 
have so little to do that they are under the necessity of 
letting the superfluity of sensorial power fly off thro' the 
escape valve of wit-combats and quarreling with weapons of 
sharper edge, all in humble imitation of their masters" 
(Raysor, I, 6). There is a sort of "unhired fidelity", an 
"our-ishness" about it "that makes it rest pleasant on one's 
feelings" and all that follows to [the conclusion of the 
Prince's speech] is a motely dance of all ranks and ages to one 
tune, as if the horn of Huon had been playing" (Raysor, I, 6). 
The "precipitation" which is the character of the play 
is revealed throughout as, for example, in the speeches of 
Friar Lawrence and of Romeo (II, vi, 6-11). Subsequent events 
only conform and intensify this characteristic for this 
precipitation is to be found not only in the love theme but 
also in the theme of family feuds (Raysor, I, 9). About Scene v 
of Act IV in which Juliet is supposed dead by her family, 
Coleridge says that the scene is perhaps excusable as the 
audience knov^ ^ that Juliet is alive. However, it is a strong 
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warning to minor dramatists not to introduce at one time many 
different characters "agitated by one and the same 
circumstance". "It is difficult to understand what effect, 
whether that of pity or laughter, Shakespeare meant to 
produce..." (Raysor, II, 11). The occasion and the 
characteristic speeches are so little in harmony. What the 
Nurse says is excellently suited to her character but 
grotesquely unsuited to the occasion (Raysor, II, 11). 
Scene i of Act V (lines 1-2 etc.) in which Romeo dreams 
the night before he hears that Juliet is dead, is an example of 
"Shakespeare's fondness for presentiment and as if aware -- yet 
reconciling with the superstition, all reconciling of opposites 
-- of anything unusual as unlucky". Romeo buys poison of the 
apothecary in Act V, scene _i, lines 34-86. This, Coleridge 
says, is "so beautiful as to have been selfjustified", yet what 
a fine preparation for the tomb scene. Romeo in the tomb (V, 
iii, 88-120) is the master example of "how beauty can at once 
increase and modify passion". The end is characteristic of the 
whole play (Raysor, I, 12) : 
A beautiful close - poetic justice indeed! All 
are punished. The spring and winter meet, and 
winter assumes the character of spring, spring 
the sadness of winter. 
(V, iii, 290-309) 
Thus a unity of feeling pervades the whole of this 
drama. Coleridge may be quoted in full : 
[It is all] youth and spring - it is youth with 
its follies, its virtues, its precipitancies; it 
is spring with its odours, flowers, and 
transciency; - the same feeling commences, goes 
through and ends the play. The old men, the 
Capulets and the Montegues, are not common old 
men; they have an eagerness, a hastiness, a 
precipitancy -- the effect of spring. With Romeo, 
his precipitate change of passion, his hasty 
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marriage, and his rash death, are all the effects 
of youth. With Juliet, love has all that is 
tender and melancholy in the nightingale, all 
that is voluptuous in the rose, with whatever is 
sweet in the freshness of spring; but it ends 
with a long deep sigh, like the breeze of the 
evening. 
(Raysor, II, 265) 
The "profusion of double epithets", "multitude of 
rhyming couplets", and the use of "coarsest terms to convey a 
vivid image" can be found here also as in other early works of 
Shakespeare. However, "by degrees the associations are 
connected with the image, they are designed to impress", and 
"the poet descends from the ideal into the real world so far as 
to conjoin both -- to give a sphere of active operations to the 
ideal, and to elevate and refine the real" (Raysor, II, 129). 
As is obvious from the above summary of Coleridge's 
views, he is most consistently concerned with the totality of 
the play. The discussion of the theme of love is not simply a 
matter of abstracting the moral directly from the characters' 
speeches as was the common practice in the eighteenth century. 
The theme, on the other hand, is related to character and to 
the structure of the play. The form and the scenic 
juxtaposition is related to the nature of experience (i.e., 
true love) that Shakespeare is trying to mediate. The scene of 
Romeo's infatuation with Rosaline serves to highlight 
Shakespeare's deeper thematic concern. According to Coleridge, 
the early scene brings into focus the nature of the tragic 
passion that dominates Romeo's life after his meeting with 
Juliet. The plot, thus, is used by Shakespeare (according to 
Coleridge) in order to unfold his thematic design rather than 
just tell an interesting story. 
Coleridge's comments on Shakespeare's failures in the 
play, too, have a similar burden. The greatest drawback in the 
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play, says Coleridge, is its lack of the kind of harmony that 
gives unity to Shakespeare's great masterpieces. The stress, 
thus throughout in Coleridge's criticism of Romeo and Juliet is 
on formal and structural aspects. 
II 
The students of Shakespeare that have not read a word of 
Coleridge's criticism must surely have come across the phrase, 
"I have a smack of Hamlet myself". It is his criticism of the 
character of Hamlet that has given to Coleridge his image of a 
psychological critic per se. The impression still persists that 
Coleridge was guilty of setting Shakespearian criticism on the 
wrong course for more than a hundred years by treating 
Shakespeare's characters as living, historical personages. It 
is commonly believed that Coleridge isolated characters from 
their dramatic contexts and analysed them as if they were real 
persons. 
It may, however, be stated without the fear of 
contradiction that such an impression is entirely wrong and 
derived from insufficient knowledge of Coleridge's actual 
criticism. As a matter of factj Coleridge is, right from the 
beginning, concerned with Shakespeare's design in the plays, 
specially in Hamlet. It is a different matter that he thinks 
the character of the protagonist to constitute the main 
ingredient of Shakespeare's total design. That such indeed is 
the case will become obvious in our treatment of Coleridge's 
criticism of Hamlet as a dramatic work. 
Before going on to discuss Hamlet's character, Coleridge 
seeks to discover the design of the dramatist behind the 
portrayal of Hamlet's character : 
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The first question that we should ask ourselves 
is — what did Shakespeare mean when he drew the 
character of Hamlet? He never wrote anything 
without design, and what was his design when he 
sat down to produce this tragedy. 
(Raysor, II, 192) 
The design of the dramatist, according to Coleridge, is : 
Shakespeare wished to impress upon us the truth, 
that action is the chief end of existence -- that 
no faculties of intellect, however brilliant, can 
be considered valuable, or indeed otherwise than 
as misfortunes, if they withdraw us from, or 
render us repugnant to action, and lead us to 
think and think of doing until the time has 
elapsed we can do anything effectually. 
(Raysor, II, 197) 
The main theme of Hamlet, as Coleridge points out, is 
the superiority of action over thought. The tragedy of Hamlet 
results from the fact that there is a lack of due balance 
"between our attention to outward subjects and our meditation 
on inward thoughts — a due balance between the real and the 
imaginary world" (Raysor, I, 37). The effect of this 
overbalance of imagination is beautifully illustrated in the 
"inward brooding" of Hamlet who is made by the dramatist the 
chief object to make the theme clear. Coleridge significantly 
adds that the meaning of the whole cannot be inferred by 
isolating the protagonist from the circumstances as both act 
and react on each other (Raysor, II, 192-93). Hamlet, according 
to Coleridge, is placed in the most stimulating circumstances 
that a human being can be placed in. He is the heir-apparent of 
a throne, his father dies in suspicious circumstances, and his 
mother excludes her son from his throne by marrying his uncle. 
This is not enough. The ghost of the murdered father is 
introduced to assure the son of the crime. However, what is the 
effect on the son? Still he delays action till action is of no 
use, and he becomes a victim of circumstances. Thus, according 
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to Coleridge, Shakespeare "wished to impress upon us the truth 
that action is the chief end of existence". This theme is 
presented not only through the protagonist, but, adds 
Coleridge, through the arrangement of the scenes and events. 
Another theme i.e., the theme of love, is also present 
in the play. However, as Coleridge points out, it is not made 
important for "in any direct form to have kept Hamlet's love 
for Ophelia would have made a breach in the unity of interest" 
(Raysor, I, 30) and would have diverted the attention of the 
audience from the main theme. This theme is presented only 
indirectly as it is often "suggested to thoughful reader" by 
Hamlet's "spite to the poor Polonius". Hamlet's anger was due 
to the fact that Polonius has proved to be an obstacle in the 
way of Hamlet's love for Ophelia. This theme is presented only 
in subordination to the main theme since Shakespeare sees to it 
that nothing should divert the attention of the audience from 
the main idea i.e., Hamlet's delay. 
That Coleridge is concerned with the totality of the 
play's effect becomes clear when he points out that in 
conformity to the main theme of the play, the tempo of Hamlet 
is also "marked by utmost slowness as contrasted with the 
breathless and crowded rapidity of Macbeth" (Raysor, II, 2730). 
It is to be noted here that Coleridge begins with a comment on 
the tempo of the play. Thus it is not the character of Hamlet 
that is the starting point for Coleridge but the dramatic 
consideration of form which leads us on to the character of the 
protagonist. 
The opening scene of the play contains the germ of the 
plot. It focusses the attention inside -- since it is a tragedy 
"the interest of which is eminently ad et apud intra, as 
Macbeth is ad extra": 
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...no poetic descriptions of night, no elaborate 
information conveyed by one speaker to another of 
what both had before their immediate 
perceptions... -- yet nothing bordering on the 
comic on the one hand, and no striving of 
intellect on the other. It is the language of 
sensation among men who feared no charge of 
effeminacy for feeling what they felt no want of 
resolution to bear. Yet the armour, the dead 
silence, the watchfulness that first interrupts 
it, the welcome relief of guard, the cold, the 
broken expressions as of a man's compelled 
attention to bodily feelings allowed to man, — 
all excellently accord with and prepare for the 
after gradual rise into tragedy.... 
(Raysor, I, 20) 
The opening prepares the audience for the appearance of 
the ghost. The "armour", the "dead silence", etc. - every 
detail prepares the audience for the arrival of something 
uncanny and unnatural and establishes the dramatic credibility 
of the ghost as a spirit of the dead father urging the son to 
take revenge. Coleridge now perceptively points out : the 
"preparation informative of the audience [is] just as much as 
was precisely necessary". The question of Marcellus : "what! 
has this thing appeared again tonight?" shows that the ghost 
has already appeared once and is not merely a figment of their 
o\'m heated imagination. "Even the word 'again' has its 
credibilizing effect" (Raysor, I, 20). Coleridge emphasizes the 
fact that the ghost is not "the representative of the ignorance 
of the audience" but an "intelligent spirit". Though Horatio 
"anticipates the common solution" but with Marcellus' words 
"this 'thing' becomes at once 'apparition', and that too an 
intelligent spirit that is to be spoken to" : 
Then the shivery feeling, at such a time, vith 
two eye witnesses, of sitting down to hear a 
story of a ghost, and this, too, a ghost that had 
appeared two nights before [at] about this very 
time. The effect of the narrator to master his 
own imaginative terrors; the consequent 
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elevation of the style, itself a continuation of 
this effort; the turning off to an outvard 
object, 'you same star'. 0 heaven : words are 
wasted to those that feel and to those who do not 
feel the exquisite judgement of Shakespeare. 
(Raysor, I, 20-21) 
It is to be noted here that even before Coleridge, the 
ghost scene of Hamlet was repeatedly praised by the critics 
throughout the seventeenth amd eighteenth centuries. The 
critics were fascinated by the way Shakespeare had made the 
ghost convincing and by the "awe-inspiring nature of the 
ghost". This treatment of the scene, however, on the whole, was 
isolated, having no connection with the plot and the rain 
theme. Coleridge, too, appreciates the judgement of Shakespeare 
by which the ghost is made credible. Unlike them, he, however, 
does not wrench this scene out of the plot. His analysis refers 
again and again to the main theme of the play that, in spite of 
the convincing evidence of the ghost, Hamlet will delay in 
action. Moreover, the scene has yet another dramatic function : 
that is, of introducing the protagonist to the audience. 
According to Coleridge, Shakespeare with his skill attempted to 
make the ghost convincing only to arouse interest in the hero 
himself. The great interest which Shakespeare gradually arouses 
in the ghost is shifted to Hamlet when Horatio, for the first 
time, mentions his name. According to Coleridge, Shakespeare 
knew the psychology of the audience; otherwise, the appearance 
of Hamlet and his encounter with the ghost would not have been 
as successful as they actually are. 
After the ghost scene, relief is provided by the court 
scene (I, ii) which also introduces the main character. "How 
judicious that Hamlet should not have to take up the leavings 
of exhaustion" (Raysor, I, 22) . The fact that Shakespeare does 
not make Hamlet appear in the first scene but introduces hir in 
the royal court and that too after introducing a subordinate 
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character (Laertes) first, shows the judgement of Shakespeare 
in the dramatic building up of the character of Hamlet. 
Coleridge' comment on Act I, scene iii shows that he was 
not at all unaware of the importance of structure or plot while 
analysing Shakespeare's plays : 
The scene must be regarded as one of 
Shakespeare's lyric movements in the play, and 
the skill with which it is interwoven with the 
dramatic parts is peculiarly an excellence of our 
poet. You experience the sensation of a pause 
without the sense of a stop. 
(Raysor, I, 23) 
The scene also throws light on the character of Ophelia and 
Laertes. The carefree nature of Ophelia is reflected in her 
short general answers which may be contrasted with the long 
speeches of Laertes. Her "natural carelessness of innocence" is 
very different from that of Laertes for she cannot think "such 
a code of cautions and prudences necessary to its own 
preservation". 
The fourth scene of the first act is a scene of Hamlet's 
encounter with the ghost. The ghost appears for the first time 
before Hamlet. To emphasize the fact that Hamlet's "own 
disordered fancy has not conjured up the spirit of his father" 
(Raysor, II, 193). Shakespeare makes him seen by others even 
before Hamlet has done so. He is prepared by them to witness 
the re-appearance of the ghost. When Hamlet sees it, "he is not 
brought forward as having long brooded on the subject". The 
moment before the ghost enters, Hamlet speaks of other matters 
like the coldness of the night and observes that he has not 
heard the clock strike. He also talks about the custom of 
drinking and indulges in some moral reflections. Suddenly, the 
ghost appears. According to Coleridge, the same thing occurs in 
Macbeth also in the Dagger scene. The moment before the hero 
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sees it, he talks about some indifferent matters. Thus in both 
cases the preternatural appearance has all the effect of 
abruptness, and the reader is totally divested of the notion 
that the figure is a "vision of highly wrought imagination" 
(Raysor, II, 193). Thus Coleridge comments : 
...the co-presence of Horatio, Marcellus and 
Bernardo is most judiciously contrived for it 
renders the courage of Hamlet and his impetuous 
eloquence perfectly intelligible. The knowledge, 
the unthouqht of consciousness, the sensation, of 
human auditors, of flesh and blood sympathists 
acts as a support, a stimulation, a tergo, while 
the front of the mind, the whole consciousness of 
the speaker, is filled by the solemn apparition. 
Add, too, that the apparition itself has by its 
frequent previous appearances been brought nearer 
to a thing of this world. This accrescence of 
objectivity in a ghost that yet retails all its 
ghostly attributes and fearful subjectivity, is 
truly wonderful. 
(Raysor, I, 25) 
The scene of Hamlet's encounter with the ghost shows 
Shakespeare's knowledge of human nature. After his meeeting 
with the ghost Hamlet tries to escape from his "feelings of 
overwhelming and supernatural by a wild transition to the 
ludicrous -- a sort of cunning bravado, bordering on the 
flights of delirium" (Raysor, II, 274), as Coleridge 
beautifully points out. It is clear that after his meeting vdth 
the ghost, his mind "has been stretched beyond its natural 
pitch and tone". It seeks relief by change. To disguise the 
horror, "he tries to escape from the uncommon reality by 
connecting something of the ludicrous with it". 
Coleridge's isolation of the element of "dark" laughter 
in Hamlet anticipates modern drama. The theatre of the absurd, 
especially plays like Waiting for Godot and Endgame transcend 
tragedy because the situation delineated in them is much rore 
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tragic than tragedy can bear. The horror is metaphysical, and 
the intensity of the metaphysical horror blends naturally with 
the ludicrous and the grotesque. The situation described by 
Coleridge after Hamlet's encounter with the ghost is very much like 
the situation in absurd drama. The tragic is so intense that it 
becomes fused with its opposite. Thus what Coleridge attributes 
to Shakespeare anticipates the twentieth-century dark comedy. 
About Hamlet's talks to the players (III, ii), Coleridge 
says this is "one and among the happiest [instances] of 
Shakespeare's power of diversifying the scene while he is 
carrying on the plot" (Raysor, I, 30). Without ignoring the 
unity of the plot, Shakespeare possesses the power to diversify 
the scene. This is an example of unity in multeity. Organic 
unity, according to Coleridge, does not mean exclusiveness 
only; it can be inclusive also. 
Coleridge's remark on the Prayer scene has caused much 
controversy among the critics of the historical school (Raysor, 
I, 32; II, 196). Coleridge does not accept Dr. Johnson's 
verdict on the Prayer scene as "so atrocious and horrible, as 
to be unfit to be put into the mouth of a human being" . The 
fact is, as Coleridge puts it, that Dr. Johnson did not 
understand the character of Hamlet and censured this as a part 
of Hamlet's indecision and irresoluteness. In fact. Dr. Johnson 
has mistaken the "marks of reluctance and procrastination for 
impetuous, and horror-striking fiendishness. Hamlet forbears 
and postpones his uncle's death, until he can catch him in some 
act "that hath no relish of salvation in it" (Raysor, II, 196). 
He refuses to take his life except when he is in the height of 
his iniquity. 
Raysor is one of the critics who criticize Coleridge for 
his comments on the Prayer scene. He quotes Stoll in his 
favour. According to him, Dr., Johnson is nearer to the 
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Elizabethans on this point than Coleridge, who did not possess 
sufficient knowledge of Elizabethan literature. "Analogies in 
Elizabethan literature show that contemporaries of Shakespeare 
would not be horrified at such a motive in a revenge play, but 
also that they would take it seriously, as Johnson did" 
(Raysor, I, 33 note). 
Coleridge does not accept Dr. Johnson's criticism that 
Shakespeare followed the novel on which he had based the plot 
of Hamlet's voyage to England. Coleridge's answer to this is 
that Shakespeare has adhered to the original not because he 
lacked invention to alter or improve a popular narrative but he 
did not "wantonly vary from it" for it suited his 0;-^  purpose. 
He wanted to explain some great truth inherent in human nature. 
He saw at once how consistent the original was with the 
character of Hamlet, "that after still resolving, and still 
deferring, still determining to execute, and still postponing 
execution", he showed finally the infirmity of his disposition, 
gave himself upto his destiny and hopelessly placed himself in 
the power, and at the mercy of his enemies" (Raysor, II, 197). 
Even after the scene with Osric, we find Hamlet still indulging 
in reflection, and hardly thinking of the task he has 
undertaken. He is full of purpose, but devoid of that quality 
of mind which is necessary to accomplish purpose i.e., the 
ability to act. 
In one of the reports of Coleridge's lectures, he seems 
to suggest that chance or accident too played an important role 
in the plot of Hamlet. Coleridge cites Hamlet's capture by the 
pirates, as explained in his letter in Act IV, scene vi. He 
says that it is "almost the only play of Shakespeare, in which 
mere accidents, independent of all will, form an essential part 
of the plot" (Raysor, I, 35). This, however, according to 
Coleridge, is in harmony with the character of Hamlet : "how 
judiciously in keeping with the character of over-meditative 
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Hamlet" (Raysor, I, 35). Most of his actions are determined 
either by accident or by a "fit of passion". 
Here Coleridge seems to refute his ovm theory of drama 
(as opposed to epic) which envisages drama as an art where "the 
free will of man is the first cause" (Raysor, II, 278). 
Accidents are never introduced in it. If they are introduced, 
it is considered a great fault. The downfall of the hero is not 
by chance but because of his own weakness (Raysor, I, 142). 
In the first two scenes of the last act, Shakespeare 
"seems to mean all Hamlet's character, to be brought together 
before his final disappearance from the scene" (Raysor, I, 36). 
His meditative excess in the graveyard scene, his yielding to 
passion, his love for Ophelia, his tendency to generalize on 
all occasions, his fine gentlemanly manners and his fondness 
for premonition -- all have been highlighted by Shakespeare. 
This summing up of Hamlet's character just before his death is 
an important technique in Shakespeare. It is a structural 
feature with a thematic purpose. Had it related merely to 
character, it would have been unnecessary. This happens in 
Othello also v/here the protagonist relives his moments of glory 
and grandeur in the last scene, and in Macbeth where the last 
two soliloquies remind us of Macbeth's earlier imaginative bent 
of mind. Here also towards the close of the play, there is an 
attempt on the part of the dramatist to make Hamlet relive and 
display again his earlier moments of idealism, and this is 
necessary for understanding the full significance of the tragic 
denouement. 
Ill 
While comparing Shakespeare with Schiller, Coleridge 
says : 
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Schiller has the material sublime; to produce an 
effect, he sets you a whole town on fire, and 
throws infants with their mothers into the flames 
or locks up a father in an old tov;er. But 
Shakespeare drops a handkerchief, and the same or 
greater effects follow. 
(Raysor, II, 351) 
In Othello, we find a perfect blending of Shakespeare's 
genius with his judgement. The choice of a subject remote from 
the primary interests, circumstances and feelings of the poet 
himself show Shakespeare's power of dealing with a subject 
objectively. He is the man who "though happy in his domestic 
and conjugal relations, can yet paint a nobble and generous 
mind under the pangs of jealousy, loving to desperation a being 
whom he believes unworthy of that love". From a handkerchief, 
he "can weave a dreadful issue of human calamity" (Raysor, II, 
91-92) . 
The basic theme of the play is the undermining and 
consequent transmutation of the protagonist's consciousness by 
a villain of superior intelligence (Raysor, II, 209; II, 125). 
Coleridge points out "the dreadful habit of thinking of moral 
feelings and qualities only as prudential ends to means". 
Here Coleridge points out the dangers of placing the 
intellect above moral faculties. In lago, as we shall later 
see, is portrayed an intellectual villain who aims at 
disrupting the moral and spiritual foundations of Othello's 
existential edifice. The contrast between these two characters 
clearly brings out the difference between intellect and moral 
undertones. If lago represents the intellectual position of a 
rationalistic villain, Othello shows the process by which the 
intellect overwhelms the moral faculties. The play shows how he 
moves towards achieving this falsified self which leads to an 
alienation from the higher self and from society till 
ultimately he succumbs to his baser passions. This theme thus 
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involves a psycho-moral interpretation of the play and its 
characters. 
Coleridge goes on to suggest that the title of the play 
Othello, The Moor of Venice shows that in it the effect arises 
from the "subordination of all to one, either as the prominent 
person or the principal object". The play thus belongs to the 
category of plays which includes "Coriolanus", King Lear, 
"Romeo and Juliet" and Hamlet. In the other category can be 
placed plays where the total effect is produced by "a 
co-ordination of the characters, by a wreath of flowers" 
(Raysor, I, 41). This category includes plays like Twelfth 
Night, A Mid-Summer Night's Dream, As You Like It, and The 
Winter's Tale. 
The opening of the play like so many first scenes of 
other Shakespearian plays contains the germ of the main theme 
and prepares the audience for what is to follow. "The admirable 
preparation so characteristic of Shakespeare" is the 
introduction of Roderigo as the dupe on whom lago first 
exercises his art. The scene introduces not only lago's 
character but the main theme of the play as well : "lago's 
rehearsing on the dupe Roderigo his intentions on Othello" 
(Raysor, I, 44). 
Coleridge does not accept Dr. Johnson's objection that 
little or nothing is wanting to render Othello a regular 
tragedy but to have opened the play with the arrival of Othello 
in Cyprus, and to have thrown the preceding act into the form 
of narration (Raysor, I, 49-51). As we have seen in an earlier 
chapter, Coleridge shows that the unities are not the end in 
themselves but the means of achieving a particular end. "For 
in all acts of judgement it [can] never be too often 
recollected and scarcely too of en repeated, that rules are 
173 
means to ends, -- consequently, that the ends must be 
determined and understood before it can be known what the rules 
are or ought to be" (Raysor, I, 50). Coleridge says that in 
Othello, Shakespeare has produced the "most perfect work" 
(Raysor, II, 17) : 
Lear is the most tremendous effort of Shakespeare 
as a poet; Hamlet as a philosopher or meditator; 
Othello is the union of the two. There is 
something gigantic and unformed in the former 
two, but in the latter everything assumes its due 
place and proportion and the whole mature powers 
of the mind are displayed in admirable 
equilibrium. 
(Raysor, II, 351) 
Coleridge's criticism of Othello, brief though it is, is 
a remarkable illustration of the application of a unitive and 
holistic approach to Shakespearian drama. That Coleridge was 
capable of acute psychological analysis of character cannot be 
denied. One of the finest examples of such analysis, as we 
shall soon see, occurs in Coleride's criticism of Othello --
o 
his comments on the sources of lago's malignity. However, the 
excellence of this kind of criticism should not blind us to 
what Coleridge was basically engaged in doing : the unravelling 
of the poetic (or visionary) core of the plays. Keeping this in 
mind, we should turn once again to the passage quoted above. 
Where in the eighteenth century shall we find the kind of 
distinction based on imaginative effects of the plays that we 
get in that passage? Who else, before Coleridge, had suggested 
the union of the poetic and the meditative in Othello, the 
finish of its perfection and the roundness of its total 
achievement? This, we should think, is another proof of our 
contention that Coleridge's achievement as a psychological 
Q 
See pp. 240-46 below. 
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critic of character has over-shadowed the ground of his true 
greatness as a critic of Shakespeare. 
IV 
Coleridge's analysis of Macbeth is unfortunately very 
brief. The nature of the moral problem in the play, the fine 
tuning of the analysis of the chief protagonist's character, 
the subtle distinctions made between the two characters with 
regard to the genesis and effect of crime, all these pertain to 
character criticism and shall be considered in the next 
chapter. However, what still remains -- the analysis of the 
opening scene in the main — must be approached in the light of 
the numerous stray comments made elsewhere in relation to the 
other plays or in the discussion of general themes. We nay, for 
example, recall a comment of general bearing made while dealing 
with Othello. Coleridge there made a distinction between two 
kinds of Shakespearian drama. On the one hand, there are plays 
that acquire a kind of cumulative beauty through a collocation 
of characters : all interesting, none outstanding. Coleridge 
has the romantic comedies and the last plays in mind -- A 
Mid-Summer Night's Dream, T\\relfth Night, and The Winter's Tale. 
These are, to use modern terminology, plays of theme, verbal 
texture, poetic suggestion and atmosphere. Then, there are the 
other kinds of plays -- works in which the protagonist/ 
protagonists dominate whether as active agents or passive 
objects. The way Coleridge treats this other kind of 
Shakespearian drama in his actual critical practice would 
suggests that he would not be satisfied by their description as 
mere plays of character. Character in them is fused into some 
overwhelming ethical, philosophical or visionary concern. 
Character is also subtly mixed with plot and the dramatic 
design (as in Hamlet) . While dealing with this second category 
of plays, including Macbeth, Coleridge never atter.pts to 
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isolate character from the dramatic context though the focus 
naturally is on the psychological and moral aspects of the 
character. In view of the fact that for Coleridge Macbeth 
belongs to the second category of plays, it is not surprising 
that he concentrates on the characters of Macbeth and Lady 
Macbeth. We, too, should therefore postpone a discussion of the 
two protagonists to our next chapter and see here briefly -~ 
what Coleridge has to say about the opening scene. 
The opening scene of Macbeth at once strikes the key 
note and gives the predominant spirit of the play : 
The opening of Macbeth should be contrasted with 
that of Hamlet. In the latter the gradual ascent 
from the simplest forms of conversation to the 
language of impassioned intellect, yet still the 
intellect remaining the seat of passion; in the 
Macbeth the invocation is made at once to the 
imagination, and the emotions connected 
therewith. 
(Raysor, I, 67) 
As against Hamlet, here the opening excites wonder. It offers a 
direct contrast to Hamlet in yet another way. While Hamlet 
proceeds with "utmost slowness, the other [moves] with 
breathless and crowded rapidity" (Raysor, II, 273). Similarly, 
the "wild wayward lyric" of the opening of Macbeth can be 
contrasted with the "easy language of common life" with which 
Hamlet opens (Raysor, I, 20). 
Having successfully pointed out the beauty of the 
opening scene in Macbeth, it is a little disappointing to find 
that Coleridge could not see the dramatic significance of the 
Porter scene (Raysor, I, 75; I, 77). We have already quoted his 
comment in Chapter IV. He thought that the Porter's soliloquy 
was in poor taste and hence probably an interpolation. 
Coleridge could, however, see the beauty of the concluding 
lines and thought them truly Shakespearian. 
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The comments on Lady Macduff and her son highlight the 
dramatic significance of the scene (IV, ii) : 
The scene, dreadful as it is, is still a relief 
because a variety, because domestic. Something in 
the domestic affections always soothing because 
associated with the only real pleasures of life. 
(Raysor, I, 77) 
Coleridge found a sympathetic echo in Shakespeare's delineation 
of domestic scenes. However, it is not just personal sympathy 
that makes Coleridge appreciate this particular scene; he 
praises it for its fine emotional quality and its contribution 
to the play's tonal variety. 
The unity of the play as a whole, according to 
Coleridge, lies in its moral discriminations. In this respect, 
Coleridge's criticism of the play anticipates some excellent 
remarks of L.C. Knights. Since, however, this aspect pertains 
to character criticism we will take it up in our next chapter. 
V 
We may begin our discussion of Coleridge's criticism of 
King Lear with the brief aside that he analyses various 
characters as primary source material, with a more or less 
explicit assumption that a careful study of the relationships 
of different characters is likely to bring us nearer to 
Shakespeare's meaning in the play. However, he does not 
undermine the importance of the plot. It is through characters 
that the structure or unity of the play as a work of art is 
revealed. Coleridge's analysis of different characters and 
their relationships among themselves helps to bring out the 
main themes of the play i.e., the theme of ingratitude, the 
theme of the suffering and madness of Lear, the theme of 
unwilling resignation of power and the theme of moral and 
social evils like illegitimacy. 
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Lear's anxiety, his distrust and jealousy, all are 
described, and these qualities of Lear determine the nature of 
the plot. "...these facts, these passions, these moral 
verities" provide the groundwork on which "the whole tragedy is 
founded" (Raysor, I, 55). Thus, according to Coleridge, the 
play presents a study of the mind and mood of Lear, whose 
character, passions and sufferings constitute the main 
subject-matter of the play. The triple division of the kingdom 
and Lear's trial of love prepares us for further action while 
Cordelia's 'Nothing' is "well contrived to lessen the glaring 
absurdity of Lear". On the one hand, it forces our attention 
away from "the nursery tale" character of the story "the moment 
it has answered its purpose"; on the other, "it supplies the 
"canvas to paint on the complete picture" (Raysor, I, 61). 
The problem in King Lear can be studied from an 
altogether different standpoint. Lear's sufferings are a 
natural result of his own actions. Though he makes a triple 
division of his kingdom, his desire to transfer his power is 
not genuine. Kent's punishment very clearly shows this inherent 
contradiction in Lear's character. At one moment he divests 
himself of power but at the very next moment he is sticking to 
it. Coleridge's remark, "Lear's moral incapability of resigning 
the sovereign power in the very moment of disposing it" 
(Raysor, I, 61) anticipates modern critics like George Orwell 
who, in his essay "Lear, Tolstoy and the Fool", presents the 
same view-point. 
Taking examples from the life of Tolstoy and quoting 
passages from Lear, Orwell shows the psychological phenomenon 
of the difficulty in the life of a man who wishes to resign 
9 
George Orwell, "Lear, Tolstoy and the Fool", Selected Essays 
(London, 1957) . 
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power. The apparent resignation of power is based on an 
unconscious hypocrisy but the difficulty arises when the moment 
of the real abdication of power comes. Though Orwell has 
nowhere mentioned it but his essay may have been based on the 
development of this insight provided by Coleridge's statement. 
The insight is ethical as well as psychologial. Here it is 
necessary to point out again that it is difficult to separate 
ethics from psychology because ethical observations are based 
on psychologial insights. Badawi in his analysis has made an 
attempt to separate psychology from morality which is neither 
possible nor desirable. Coleridge's psychological concerns have 
ethical bearings. 
Coleridge touches the problem of Lear's madness. 
Contrasting Edgar's madness with that of Lear, Coleridge says 
that Edgar's madness is feigned while Lear's is real. "In 
Edgar's ravings Shakespeare all the while lets you see a fixed 
purpose, a practical end in view; -- in Lear's there is only 
brooding of one anguish, an eddy without progression" (Raysor, 
I, 65). Edgar's false madness takes off part of the shock from 
the true madness of Lear, "as well as displaying the profound 
difference". Thus Coleridge emphasizes the psychological effect 
of Edgar's pretended madness. 
Lear's madness, Coleridge says, is the natural result of 
his daughters' ingratitude : 
[I, iv, 259. Ingratitude, thou marble-hearted 
fiend] 
The one general sentiment, as the mainspring of 
the feeling throughout in Lear's first speeches. 
In the early stage the outward object is the 
pressure; [the mind is] not yet sufficiently 
familiarized with the anguish for imagination to 
work upon it. 
(Raysor, I, 63) 
Badawi, op. cit. , p.122 
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All Lear's faults increase our pity. Coleridge says, "we 
refuse to know them otherwise than as means and aggravations of 
his sufferings and his daughters' ingratitude" (Raysor, I, 65). 
As a result of the ingratitude of his daughters, Lear becomes 
mad. Even at such an early stage [I, v, 43; let me not be made, 
not mad...], Coleridge says that Lear anticipates his madness. 
"The deepest tragic notes are often struck by a half sense of 
an impending blow". The fool's conclusion of this act by "a 
grotesque prattling" seems to indicate the dislocation of 
feeling that has already begun and is to be continued (Raysor, 
I, 64). Even before this, in Act III, scene iv, we get "the 
first symptoms of his positive derangement" in Lear's despair 
and the growing madness in the storm (Raysor, I, 65). The next 
scene provides an interval for Lear in full madness to appear. 
Apart from the various themes which the play highlights, 
Coleridge's remarks on other aspects are also significant. 
Coleridge's dramatic approach makes him say that even the metre 
and the movement of the play lead us to the catastrophe, which 
he compares with the speed and movement of Macbeth and Hamlet : 
Of all Shakespeare's plays Macbeth is the most 
rapid, Hamlet the slowest, in movement. Lear 
combines length with rapidity, - like the 
hurricane and the whirlpool, absorbing while it 
advances. It begins as a stormy day in summer, 
with brightness, but that brightness is lurid and 
anticipates the tempest. ,„ -r c ^ ^ 
^ ^ (Raysor, I, 54) 
Thus the pace of the action is in accordance with the 
theme of the play and one of its central motifs. 
According to Coleridge, Shakespeare did not take the 
trouble of inventing storeis. "He seizes hold of popular tales" 
(Raysor, II, 266). It was enough for his purpose to select from 
those that had already been invented or recorded and become a 
part of popular tradition "— names we had often heard of, and 
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of their fortunes, and we should like to see the man himself. 
It is the man himself that Shakespeare for the first times 
makes us acquainted with" (Raysor, I, 226). It was this fact 
that makes Coleridge say that the plot in Shakespeare's play is 
the canvas only. "The plot interests us on account of the 
characters, not vice-versa" (Raysor, I, 226). It is not to 
lessen the importance of the story as has often been understood 
and criticized by the critics but to emphasize the fact that 
his stories are derived from popular tradition. According to 
Coleridge, the absurdity of his tales has often been a reproach 
to Shakespeare from those critics like Pope and Johnson who do 
not understand them. According to these cribics, there are many 
improbabilities that would "disturb or disentrance" us from all 
illusions in the acme of our excitement. Shakespeare, however, 
has nothing to do with the probability of the stories. "It was 
enough for him that they had found their way among the people". 
Everybody understands them to be true, though childish, as, for 
example, in King Lear, the story has a nursery-tale character 
— "there was once upon a time a king who had three daughters 
and he said to them, tell me how you love and I will give my 
kingdom to her that loves me best, and so one daughter said 
etc. etc." (Raysor, II, 17). It is true that in Lear and in The 
Merchant of Venice, "the interest and situation" are derived 
from the assumptions of a gross improbability but the works of 
Shakespeare's contemporaries like Beaumont and Fletcher, are 
all "founded on some one out of the way accident or exception 
to the general experience of mankind". But "observe the 
matchless judgement of Shakespeare", Coleridge says, "in the 
play". Though the conduct of Lear is improbable yet it can be 
excused since it was an old story, rooted in popular faith, a 
thing taken for granted already and consequently without any of 
the effects of improbability. Secondly, because it is "merely 
the canvas to the characters and passions -- a mere occasion --
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not (as in Beaumont and Fletcher) perpetually recurring, as the 
cause and sine qua non of the incidents and the emotions 
(Raysor, I, 59). This obvious improbability will be endured as 
belonging to the "groundwork of the story rather than to the 
drama". 
Let the first scene of Lear have been lost, and 
let it be only understood that a fond father had 
been duped by hypocritical professions of love 
and duty on the part of two daughters to 
disinherit a third, previously, and deservedly, 
more dear to him, and all the rest of the tragedy 
would retain its interest undiminished, and be 
perfectly intelligible. The accidental is nowhere 
the groundwork of the passions but the'{la-^ O'ov that 
which in all ages has been and ever will be close 
and native to the heart of man -- parental 
anguish from filial ingratitude, the genuineness 
of worth, tho' coffered in bluntness, the 
vileness of smooth iniquity. 
(Raysor, I, 59) 
Even to The Merchant of Venice, the same remarks apply. 
Thus these two were popular tales but where "so excellently 
managed" by Shakespeare that both have become "representations 
of man in all ages at all times" (Raysor, II, 266). In the 
first three acts of Lear, Shakespeare carries the human 
feelings to the utmost height; therefore in the following two 
scenes they seem to "sink and become feeble", "as after the 
bursting of the storm we behold the scattered clouds dispersed 
over the heavens" (Raysor, II, 17). The piece is remarkable as, 
for example, the scene of Lear's despair and growing madness in 
the storm (III, iv) . Coledige comments that Lear's suffering 
could be shown so vividly only with the help of plastic arts of 
Michael Angelo "inspired by a Dante" : 
What a world's convention of agonies! Surely, 
never was such a scene conceived before or since. 
Take it but as picture for the eye only, it is 
more terrific than any a Michael Angelo inspired 
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by a Dante could have conceived, and which none 
but a Michael Angelo could have executed. Or let 
it have been uttered to the blind, the bowlings 
of convulsed nature would seem converted into the 
voice of conscious humanity. 
(Raysor, I, 66) 
Thus Coleridge remarks, "from such stuff as this", Shakespeare 
has produced the "most wonderful work of human genius" (Raysor, 
II, 17). 
Coleridge's "vindication of the melancholy catastrophe" 
of King Lear is significant. His comment "last, sad yet sweet 
consolation of his death" (Raysor, I, 66) sums up the total 
meaning or significance of the play as a tragedy. This, 
however, is one of the basic controversies about the play : 
whether the final message is affirmative or negative. Does it 
make us accept the scheme of things or rebel against it? 
It is to be noted that the neo-classical age was 
incapable of appreciating the elements of intense pain and 
suffering in King Lear due to their idea of the divine 
governance of the universe. The cosmic order of the 
Enlightenment was a perfect mechanistic order which was 
regulated in accordance with the universal law by the Divine 
Ordainer. The divine dispenser of the universal scheme of 
things could not have devised laws that were unjust and cruel 
to man. It is obvious that with such a world-view in the 
backbround, the contemporaries of Locke, Descartes and Newton 
could not but believe that the classical precepts about poetic 
justice in drama were eminently reasonable. King Lear, these 
critics discovered, violates poetic justice in the nost 
G.R. Hibbard in his article, "King Lear : A Retrospect, 1939-
79", Shakespeare Survey, 33 (1980), pp. 1-11, presents both 
the view-points chronologically. 
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reprehensible manner. Nahum Tate (1681) therefore, makes 
drastic changes in the play, reduces the element of suffering 
and pain, shov/s Lear as surviving his ordeal and marries off 
12 Cordelia to Edgar. 
The idea of the play as an optimistic "Christian" drama 
has been accepted most forcefully by Bradley who in his 
Shakespearean Tragedy has offered an alternative title, "The 
Redemption of King Lear". The affirmative view of King Lear is 
13 
also accepted by the Christian interpreters of the play, 
which include, R.B. Heilman and John F. Danby. The negative or 
pessimistic approach was adopted by some critics in the 
14 
nineteenth century, e.g., by Swinburne. It has also found 
favour with some other critics after the second world war. The 
best known exponents of this view in the twentieth century 
are Empson, J'an Kott and Barbara Everett. Coleridge anticipates 
the Christian interpreters of the twentieth century, although, 
unlike them, he does not schematize the play. It is his insight 
that may have been adopted by Bradley and others. 
VI 
Richard II, according to Coleridge, is a purely 
historical play i.e., history is the moving spirit of the play 
12 
Shakespeare; The Critical Heritage, ed. Brian Vickers (London, 
1974), Vol. I, pp. 344-85. In further references the work is 
cited as : Vickers with vol. no. and page no. 
13 
R.B. Heilman, This Great Stage ; Image and Structure m "King 
Lear" (Baten Rouge, 1948); John F. Danby, Shakespeare's 
Doctrine of Nature (London, 1948). 
14 
Swinburne, A Study of Shakespeare (London, 18 80). 
William Empson, The Structure of Complex Words (London, 1951); 
^ n Kott, Shakespeare ; Our Contemporary (London, 1964); 
Barbara Everett, "The New King Lear", Critical Quarterly, 2 
(1960), pp. 325-39. 
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(Raysor, I, 143). In this play, Shakespeare has blended the 
epic with the tragic. Shakespeare had to deviate from history 
in order to give a dramatic impression to the whole : 
Shakespeare in blending the epic with the tragic, 
has given the impression of the drama to the 
history of his country. By this means he has 
bequeathed as a legacy the pure spirit of 
history. Nor that his facts are implicitly to be 
relied on, or is he to be read, as the Duke 
Marlborough read him, as an historian, but as 
distance is destroyed by telescope, and by the 
force of imagination we see in the 
constellations, brought close to the eye, a 
multitude of words, so by the law of 
impressiveness, when we read this play, we seem 
to live in the era he portrays. 
(Raysor, II, 278) 
Thus a history play, Richard II is not devoid of its 
significance as the purpose of the dramatist is to induce the 
value of patriotism and to represent the ethos of a particular 
age at a particular time. "The spirit of patriotic reminiscence 
is the all-permeating spirit of this drama, praeteriit gloria 
mundi" (Raysor, I, 143). The dramatist takes every opportunity 
to effect great object of the historic drama, that is of 
exciting a steady patriotism, a love of just liberty and a 
respect for all those fundamental institutions of life which 
bind men together. 
Since the purpose which this history play seeks to 
fulfill is to make the spectators aware of the national 
history, Coleridge says, it was a play "not much acted". "From 
the length of the speeches; the number of long speeches", and 
from the fact that almost all the events are historically 
presented in their results, "not produced by acts seem, or that 
take place before the audience this tragedy is ill-suited for 
our present large theatres" (Raysor, I, 142) . Even the 
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characters in the play are not introduced merely for the 
purpose of giving "a greater individuality and realness", by 
presenting as it v/ere, our very selves. All this and the 
frequent violation of the unity of time is "a proof that the 
pure historic drama had its own law". For example, scene iii of 
the Act I "if compared with any of Shakespeare dramas", we 
would find nowhere this violation of the succession of time 
(Raysor, I, 147). 
The first scene of the play contains the germ of the 
ruling passion which was to be developed hereafter. Thus 
Richard's hardiness of mind, arising from kingly power, his 
weakness and debauchery from "continual and unbounded 
flattery"; and the haughty temper of the barons; "one and other 
alternatively forming the moral of the play, are glanced at 
once" (Raysor, II, 279) in the first scenes. The first scene 
prepare us for the catastrophe. In Richard's insincerity, 
partiality, arbitrariness, favouritism, and in the proud 
tempestuous temperament of the barons are presented the gern of 
all the after-events. "The judgement with which Shakespeare 
always in the first scene prepares, and with what a concealnent 
of art, for the catastrophe" is remakrable in Richard II. 
Shakespeare's wonderful judgement appears in the 
historical plays. By the introduction of accidents in this 
history play Shakespeare gives it a reality and individual life 
and thereby he makes it a drama and not a history. Thus the 
scene of the Queen and the Gardener "realizes the thing, nakes 
the occurrence no longer a segment but gives an individuality, 
a liveliness and presence to the whole (Raysor, II, 284) . Since 
a historic play requires more excitement than a tragic, 
Shakespeare always introduces some scene or the other which 
while serving this purpose, is also in keeping with the spirit 
of the play. For example, old Gaunt's accusation of Richard of 
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having "farmed out the island" is full of excitement yet 
awakens a patriotic feeling. "The propriety of putting so long 
a speech into the mouth of an old dying man might easily be 
shown" (Raysor, II, 279). 
The play does not follow the unities of time and place 
but, according to Coleridge, an inner organic unity is 
perceptible throughout. Like Romeo and Juliet, where all was 
youth and spring, here in this play "everything has a womanish 
weakness, the characters were to extreme old age, or partook of 
the nature of age and imbecility". The length of the speeches 
was adapted to a delivery between acting and recitation, "which 
produced in the auditors a docility or frame of mind favourable 
to the poet, and useful to themselves" (Raysor, II, 279). This 
is very different from the modern plays where "the glare of the 
scenes with every wished-for object realized", the mind becomes 
bewildered in surrounding attractions, whereas Shakespeare, 
"in place of ranting, music and outward action, addresses us in 
the words that enchain the mind, and carry the attention from 
scene to scene" (Raysor, II, 280). 
It is to noted here that in the discussion of this play 
as well as in the analysis of The Tempest, Coleridge shows his 
aversion to the staging of these plays which is often regarded 
by the critics as Coleridge's aversion for the stage in 
general. It is significant that Coleridge objected to the 
naturalistic style of presenting Shakespeare's plays, which 
diminished the importance of poetry in them. It is only the 
contemporary practice of representing Shakespeare's plays as 
realistic plays which gives more importance to stage artifacts 
and consequently lessens or minimizes the poetic appeal of the 
play, which is objected to by Coleridge. 
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VII 
Coleridge thinks that Troilus and Cressida can scarcely 
be classed with Shakespeare's Greek and Roman history dramas 
since it forms "an intermediate link" (Raysor, I, 108) between 
the fictitious Grek and Roman histories or, in other words, 
between legenday dramas and the proper ancient histories. It 
can be placed in between a play like Pericles or Titus 
Andronicus, on the one hand, and Coriolanus, Julius Caesar etc., 
on the other. 
According to Coleridge, the play is problematic and 
difficult to be characterized. "There is none of Shakespeare's 
plays harder to characterize" : 
The names and the remembrances connected with 
it prepare us for the representation of 
attachment no less faithful than fervent on the 
side of the youth, and of sudden and shameless 
incostancy on the part of the lady. And this, 
indened is the gold thread on which the scenes 
are strung, tho' often kept out of sight and out 
of mind by gems of greater value than itself. 
(Raysor, I, 109) 
It is to be noted here that in the seventeenth century 
(1679) the play was adapted and modified by Dryden. On the 
grounds of the ungrammatical, coarse and affected language of 
the play, and with a view to removing "that heap of rubbish, 
under which many excellent thoughts lay wholly buried". Dr. 
Johnson too was disgusted with the characters. He found the 
characters of Cressida and Pandarus merely "detested and 
17 
condemned". 
1 fi 
Vickers, op. cit.. Vol. I, p.240. 
Ibid., Vol. V, p.152. 
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However, unlike his predecessors, Coleridge finds the 
play a work of genius as it combines a philosophic vision with 
poetry. The contrast in characterisation highlights this 
vision. In Cressida is drawn the portrait of vehement passion 
"that having its true origin and proper cause in warmth of 
temperament, fastens on rather than fixes to, some one object 
by liking and temporary preference" (Raysor, I, 109). This he 
has contrasted "with the profound affection represented in 
Troilus, and alone worthy the name of love". In him is shown : 
...affection, passionate indeed -- swoln 
from the confluence of youthful instincts and 
youthful fancy, glowing in the radiance of hope 
newly risen, in short enlarged by the collective 
sympathies of nature -- but still having a depth 
of calmer element in a will stronger than desire, 
more entire than choice, and which gives 
permanence to its own act by converting it into 
faith and duty. 
(Raysor, I, 110) 
Hence with an excellent judgement and "with an 
excellence higher than mere judgement can give", Shakespeare 
has shown that when at the close of the play Cressida has sunk 
into infamy "below retrieval and beneath a hope", the same will 
"which had been the substance and the basis of his love", the 
same moral energy snatches him aldoof from all neighbourhood 
with her dishonour, "from all lingering fondness and 
languishing regrets, while it rushes with him into other and 
nobler duties, and deepens the channel which his heroic 
brother's death had left empty for its collected food" (Raysor, 
I, 110). 
Apart from this study of the nature of love, Coleridge 
finds out another "secondary and subordinate purpose" 
Shakespeare'has inter-woven with his two charactrs, the purpose 
of opposing the inferior civilization but purer morals of the 
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Trojans to the refinements, deep policy, but duplicity and 
sensual corruptions of the Greeks (Raysor, I, 110). The 
masterly group of Agamemmon, Nestor and Ulysses presents the Greek 
viev/while Achilles, Ajax and Theresites represent the Trojan. 
Through them, Shakespeare intends to put forward the lesson of 
"subservience and vassalac,e of strength and animal courage to 
intellect and policy". However, Coleridge says that Shakespeare 
does not take pains to connect this view with the former "more 
interesting" moral impersonated in the "titular" hero and 
heroine of the drama. 
VIII 
It was Coleridge's desire to discover the deeper 
philosophical and poetic undertones of Shakespeare's plays that 
led him to condemn Measure for Measure as the most painful 
production. "The play", Coleridge says, "is Shakespeare's 
throughout". However, it is "the most painful -- say rather, 
the only painful part - of his genuine work" (Raysor, I, 113). 
Like the neo-classical critics, Coleridge passes judgement on 
the characters as a moralist. Thus in Angelo he fails to see 
any justification since the "pardon and marriage of Angelo 
baffles the strong and indignant claim of justice". He must not 
go unpunished "for curelty, with lust and damnable baseness 
cannot be forgiven" and because we cannot conceive them as 
"being morally repented of". It is likewise degrading the 
character of woman. Similarly, Isabella "herself contrives to 
be unamiable and Claudio is detestable". The whole pattern of 
the play, according to Coleridge, is inexcusable where the 
comic and tragic part equally border on the horrible, "the one 
disgusting, the other horrible". 
Coleridge's failure to appreciate this, perhaps 
Shakespeare's most Christian play, is the result of his missing 
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its poetic core. He may have been diverted from the right 
approach to the play by his concern, typical of his 
predecessors, with character in isolation from the verbal and 
poetic texture. He paid too much attention to Angelo's offence 
and to the fact of getting his reprieve from the Duke, and 
ignored the more important fact that Angelo's offence is 
typical of human frailty. With a little more attention to 
verbal texture, Coleridge could have seen, like Wilson 
Knight and F.R. Leavis^S in the present century, the 
quasi-allegorical nature of the play's pattern of themes. On 
the whole, Coleridge's failure to appreciate this most 
remarkable of Shakespeare's plays is a blind spot in his 
criticism of Shakespearian drama. 
IX 
If Measure for Measure is the only play the greatness of 
which remained unrecognised by Coleridge, Love's Labour's Lost 
gained immensely from the attention paid to it by the critic 
whose method and approach suited it in a remarkable way. The 
reason why Coleridge succeeded here (as he did in the case of 
the narrative poems) was the fact that in this early play he 
found justification of his view regarding Shakespeare's 
judgement being commensurate with his genius. At the same time, 
Coleridge's favourite thesis concerning Shakespeare being a 
philosophical poet also seemed to prove right by the evidence 
he could gather from the play. Whatever the reason, it is 
undeniable that Coleridge's critique of Love's Labour's Lost is 
one of his most enjoyable. 
Love's Labour's Lost, says Coleridge, is the earliest of 
Shakespeare's dramas, "probably prior to the Venus and Adonis 
1 Q 
G. Wilson Knight , op. c i t . 
19 
F.R. Leavis , "The Greatness of Measure for Measure" Scrutiny 
10 (1941-2), n o . 3 , pp . 234-46. 
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and sketched out before he left Stratford" (Raysor, I, 93) • 
This is clear from the internal evidences since a young 
author's first work almost always bespeaks his recent pursuits 
and 
[his] first observations of life are either drawn 
from the immediate employments of his youth and 
from the characters and images most deeply 
impressed on his mind in the situations in v/hich 
those employments had placed him; -- or else they 
are fixed on such objects and occurences in the 
world, as are easily connected with, and seem to 
bear upon, his studies and the hitherto exclusive 
subjects of his meditation. 
(Raysor, I, 97) 
This is exactly as was the case with Ben Jonson who after 
having served as a soldier in "Flanders", filled his early 
plays with soldiers, pretended or true, and their "absurd 
boasts and knavery of their counterfeits". One of his most 
popular characters, Captain Bobadil, says Coleridge, was the 
mockery of an officer. Similarly, Lessing's first comedies are 
placed in the universities and consist of events and characters 
"conceivable in an academic life". Shakespeare, too, being a 
man of genius gives his early plays, a colour or tincture of 
his past life. Love's Labour's Lost affords the "strongest 
possible assumption" that Shakespeare was not an ignorant man 
and that the former part of his life had been passed in 
scholastic pursuits. What Coleridge says here may or may not be 
good conjectural biography but, as literary criticism, it is 
partly valid since a life of learning is one of the thematic 
polarities in the play and is opposed to the experience of 
love. 
Coleridge finds scarcely any trace of Shakespeare's 
observation of nature in this work. The dialogue consisted 
either of remarks upon what is "grotesque" in language, or 
"mistaken in literature" (Raysor, II, 107) . All this gives it 
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an appearance of being written by a man of reading and learning 
"and the force of genius early saw was excellent, or what was 
ridiculous". 
The wonderful activity of thought that is displayed 
throughout the first scene of the play, is made natural by the 
choice of characters and by "the whimsical determination" on 
which the drama is founded : 
A whimsical determination certainly; - yet not 
altogether so very improbable to those who are 
conversant in the history of the middle ages, v/ith 
their Courts of Love, and all that lighter drapery 
of chivalry, which engaged even mighty kings with a 
sort of serio-comic interest, and may well be 
supposed to have occupied more completely the 
smaller princes, at a time when the noble's or 
prince's court contained the only theatre of the 
domain or principality. 
(Raysor, I, 93) 
This sort of story, Coleridge says, was suited to 
Shakespeare's times, when English court was still "the foster 
mother of the states and the muses" and therefore, the 
countries, and men of rank and fashion indulged in affected 
display of wit, point and sententious observation. During that 
time, even the Protestants were eager "to distinguish 
themselves by long and frequent preaching". All this is 
reflected in the first scene. 
The comic matter chosen is a ridiculous "imitation or 
apery of this constant striving after logical precision, and 
subtle opposition of thoght, together with a making the most of 
every conception or image, by expressing it under the least 
expected property belonging to it, and this, again, rendered 
specially absurd by being applied to the most current subjects 
and occurences" (Raysor, I, 94). These phrases, their modes of 
combination and their ridiculous misapplication of them is most 
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amusingly exhibited in Coastar while "examples suited to the 
gravest propositions and impersonations, or apostrophes to 
abstract thoughts impersonated, v/hich are in fact the natural 
language of only of the most vehement agitations of mind" are 
adopted by the coxcombry of Armado as mere artifices of 
ornament. 
This kind of intellectual strain is exhibited not only in 
the first scene but in many other parts of the play, although 
"a more serious and elevated strain". Biron's speech, for 
example, at the end of the fourth act is an excellent specimen 
of it. "It is logic clothed in rhetoric" (Raysor, I, 94). 
Even the diction and allusions of the play, according to 
Coleridge, afford a "strong presumption" that though 
"Shakespeare's acquirements in the dead language might not be 
such as we suppose in a learned education, his habits had, 
nevertheless, been scholastic and those of a student" (Raysor, 
I, 97). The style of narration in the play, like that of Ageon 
in the first scene of Comedy of Errors, and of the Captain in 
second scene of Macbeth, "seems imitated with its defects and 
its beauties" from Sir Philip Sydney, who was available to 
Shakespeare in manuscripts. The chief defect of this style 
consits in the "parenthesis and paranthetic thoughts" and 
descriptions which suit neither the passion of the speaker, nor 
the purpose of the person to whom the information is to be 
given, "but manifestly betrays the author himself, — not by 
way of continuous under song, but -- palpably, and so as to 
show themselves addressed to the general reader" (Raysor, I, 
96) . 
The purposed display of wit, though sometimes it 
disfigures his graver scenes, more often serves to double "the 
natural connection or order of logical consequence in the 
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thoughts by the introduction of an artificial and sought for 
resemblances in the words", as, for example, in the third line 
of the play : 
And then grace us in the disgrace of death; 
The number of rhymes, and the sweetness as well as 
smoothness of metre, and the number of acute and fancifully 
illustrated aphorisms are in keeping with the spirit of the 
play. It shows that "true genius begins by generalizing and 
condensing; it ends in realizing and expanding. It first 
collects the seeds" (Raysor, I, 92). Coleridge perceptively 
remarks that the exquisite beauty of his blank verse in this 
"very earliest work" is remarkable though the tendency to rhyme 
was strong (Raysor, I, 93). 
That a Shakespearian play has some central core of 
meaning is clear from Coleridge's analysis of Love's Labour's 
Lost. Though the play is the earliest of Shakespeare's works 
and is a satire on pedantry and wit, yet even there, we can 
find some traces of Shakespeare's philosophic vision. Biron's 
speech on love at the end of the fourth act is an "excellent 
specimen" of it. As Coleridge says : 
It is logic clothed in rhetoric; — but observe how 
Shakespeare, in his two-fold being of poet and 
philosopher avails himself of it to convey the 
profound truths in the most lively images.... 
(Raysor, I, 94) 
This philosophic vision is not detached from the whole 
dramatic context. As Coleridge says, it remains, "faithful to 
the character supposed to utter the lines, and the expressions 
themselves constituting a further development of that character" 
(Raysor, I, 94). 
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Rosaline's final speech to Biron in which she asks him to 
undergo penance is important as it unravels the whole meaning 
of the play as well as the significance of the title. Biron's 
remorse and penance is necessary as he is "a man replete v/ith 
mock,/Full of comparisons and wounding flouts". This, according 
to Coleridge, implies that love's labour is wasted without the 
education of the soul. Thus in the end, Shakespeare "draws the 
only fitting moral which such a drama afforded". 
X 
Before beginning his discussion of The Tempest, Coleridge 
says that his avowed aim here is to show that the judgement of 
Shakespeare is commensurate with his genius, "nay, that his 
genius reveals itself in his judgement as in its most exalted 
form" (Raysor, I, 126). 
The Tempest, says Coleridge, is a specimen of romantic 
drama, i.e., of a drama the interest of which does not depend 
on historical facts and their associations. Here the errors in 
chronology or geography, "no mortal sins in any species are 
venial, or count for nothing" Raysor (I, 131). The interest of 
the play depends only on that faculty of human nature which is 
called imagination which owes "no allegiance to time and place" 
In this play Shakespeare has especially appealed to 
the imiagination, and he has constructed a plot 
well-adopted to that purpose. According to his 
scheme, he did not appeal to any sensuous 
impression... of time and place, but to the 
imagination.... 
(Raysor, II, 169) 
Coleridge further says that, as regards the scenery, the 
work is meant for recitation rather than for stage, that is to 
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say, description and narration supplied the place of visual 
exhibition, "the audience was told to fancy that they saw that 
they only heard described; the painting was not in colours but 
in words". 
Coleridge's remark here, as elsewhere, seems to suggest 
that he belongs to the anti-theatre group. It is true that it 
goes to the credit of twentieth century critics, particularly 
to Granville-Barker who realized that Shakespeare's plays are 
for the stage and they must be studied with reference to the 
theatre. In fact, the greatest contribution of tv/entieth 
century critics is that it has sent back Shakespeare to the 
theatre. However, Coleridge too, unlike Dr. Johnson and others, 
is not contemptuous towards the stage. He shows his acute 
theatrical sense in his analysis of the different aspects of 
the play. Even the characters of Ariel and Caliban are analysed 
with reference to the stage. His remarks here on scenery and 
spectacle show his disgust with the contemporary manner of 
presenting Shakespeare's plays on the stage. According to him, 
in Shakespeare's plays the appeal was made to the imagination 
and therefore too much emphasis on scenery and decor mars the 
true spirit of these plays. He was completely justified wher. he 
realized the importance of dramatic poetry in these plays. 
The opening of the play is "admirably appropriate" to the 
kind of drama The Tempest is, - "giving as it were the keynote 
to the whole harmony". The romance opens with a busy lively 
scene. It prepares and initiates the excitement required for 
the entire piece, yet does not demand anything from the 
spectators, "which their previous habits had not fitted then to 
understand" : 
It is the bustle of a tempest, from which the real 
horrors are abstracted; - therefore it is poetical, 
though not in strictness natural — ... and is 
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purposely restrained from concentrating the 
interest on itself, but used merely as an 
introduction or tuning for what is to follow. 
(Raysor, I, 132) 
The opening thus is organic. It gives the whole a poetic 
note and therefore in accordance with the spirit of drama. It 
also prepares the audience for future action. Moreover, the 
exquisite judgement of Shakespeare is shown in this very first 
scene. First there is noise and confusion of storm on board 
the king's ship. Then in the silence of a deserted island, the 
poet introduces Prospero and Miranda : 
Shakespeare had pre-determined to make the plot 
of this play such as to involve a certain number of 
low characters, and at the beginning he pitched the 
note of the whole. The first scene was meant as a 
lively commencement of the story; the reader is 
prepared for something that is to be developed. 
(Raysor, II, 171) 
In the next scene, Shakespeare brings forward Prospero 
and Miranda. Here the judgement of Shakespeare is at its best. 
This is reflected first in the doubts that occur in the mine of 
Miranda. It communicates the exquisite feelings of a fenale 
brought up in a desert, but with all the advantages of 
education, all that could be communicated by a wise and 
affectionate father (Raysor, II, 171). 
With his excellent judgement, Shakespeare introduces 
Prospero in his magic robe which he lays aside and we come to 
know him to be a being possessed of supernatural powers. He 
then narrates to Miranda the story of their arrival in the 
island and this is conducted in such a manner that "the reader 
never conjectures the technical use the poet has made of the 
relation, by informing the auditor of what is necessary for him 
to know" : 
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Prospero's speeches... contain the finest example 
of. . . retrospective narration for the purpose of 
exciting immediate interest, and putting the 
audience in possession of all the information 
necessary for the understanding of the plot. 
(Raysor, I, 132) 
Another remarkable thing, Coleridge points out, is the 
perfect probability of the moment chosen by Prospero to open 
out the truth to his daughter, "his own romantic bearing, and 
how completely anything that might have been disagreeable to us 
in the magician, is reconciled and shaded in the humanity and 
natural feelings of the father" (Raysor, I, 133). In lulling 
her daughter to sleep, he exhibits "the earliest and mildest 
proof" of his magical power. The sleep is functional as it 
stops the narrative at the very moment when it was necessary to 
break it off, in order to excite curiosity, and "yet to give 
the memory and understanding sufficient to carry on the 
progress of the history uninterruptedly" (Raysor, II, 173). 
Apart from the fact that the scene serves its own 
dramatic function in the whole fabric of the plot, the scene is 
remarkable as it displays Shakespeare's wide knowledge of human 
nature and "generally of the great laws of the human mind". 
When Prospero asks Miranda to recollect her past by the image 
of any house or person, Miranda recollects four or five women 
who tended her. This, Coleridge says, is exquisite. "In general 
our remembrances of early life arise from vivid colours, 
especially if we have seen them in motion; for instance, 
persons when grown up will remember a bright green door, seen 
when they were quite young...". Miranda, however, who was 
somewhat older, recollects four or five women. She might know 
men from father but "women she knew by herself, by the 
contemplation of her own figure in the fountain". She 
remembers to have seen something like herself, "it was not 
herself, and it brought back to her mind what she had seen most 
like herself" (Raysor, II, 174). 
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The manner in which the lovers are introduced is equally 
wonderful. It is love at first sight. Tn the purity and 
sophistry with which this scene is executed it may be 
contrasted with Dryden's vulgar alteration of it, in which a 
"mere ludicrous psychological experiment, as it were, is tried 
-- displaying nothing but indelicacy without-passion" (Raysor, 
I, 135). According to Coleridge, Prospero's interruption of the 
courtship seems to have no sufficient motive, still his 
alleged reason, "least too light winning/ Make the prize 
light", is enough for the "ethereal connexious of the romantic 
imagination, although it would not be so for the historical". 
The first da^ m^ of disobedience in the mind of Miranda to the 
command of her father is very finely drawn. In fact, the whole 
courting scene in the beginning of the third act between the 
lovers is a "masterpiece". 
The scene of the intended assassination of Alonzo and 
Gonzalo is an exact counterpart of the scene between Macbeth 
and Lady Macbeth : "how well the poet prepares the feelings of 
the readers for this plot, which was to execute the most 
detestable of all crimes, and which in another play, 
Shakespeare has called 'the murder of sleep'" : 
[Unlike the scene in Macbeth, this scene here is] 
pitched in a lower key throughout, as designed to 
be frustrated and concealed, and exhibiting the 
same profound management in the manner of 
familiarizing a mind, not immediately recipiant to 
the suggestion of guilt, by associating the 
proposed crime with something ludicrous or out of 
place, - something not habitually matter of 
reverance. By this kind of sophistry the 
imagination and fancy are first bribed to 
contemplate the suggested act, and at length to 
become acquainted with it. 
(Raysor, I, 136) 
Coleridge displays here his dramatic sense when he 
contradicts Pope's objection about the conspiracy. According to 
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Coleridge, without this conspiracy the play would lose its 
charm which nothing could supply. The effect of this scene is 
further heightened by contrast with another counterpart of it 
"in lowlife", that is, between the conspirators -- Stephano, 
Caliban and Trinculo - in the second scene of the third act. 
The same characteristics may be found here also. 
Thus, Coleridge says, the admirable judgement of 
Shakespeare is observable in every scene, "still preparing, 
still inviting, and still gratifying, like a piece of music" 
(Raysor, I, 178). It is in comments like this that Coleridge 
rises to the -heights, and shows what criticism was capable of 
doing if combined with imaginative sympathy. 
XI 
Coleridge begins his critique of Antony and Cleopatra by 
eulogising Shakespeare. According to him, it is useless to 
compare Shakespeare with other dramatists. "Shakespeare can be 
complimented only by comparison with himself" (Raysor, I, 85). 
All other eulogies are heterocjeneous('e. g. in relation to Milton, 
Spenser etc.) or flat truisms (e.g., to prefer him to Racine, 
Corneille or even his o\<m immediate successors Fletcher, 
Massinger, etc.). The highest praise that can be offered to 
Shakespeare particularly with regard to this play is that it is 
"a formidable rival" of Macbeth, Lear, Othello and Hamlet, even 
if it is not in "all exhibition of a giant power in its 
strength and vigour of maturity" : 
But of all perhaps of Shakespeare's plays the most 
wonderful is the Antony and Cleopatra. [There are] 
scarcely any in which he has followed history more 
minutely, and yet few even of his own in which he 
impresses the notion of giant strength so much, 
perhaps none in which he impresses it more 
strongly. This [is] owing to the manner in which it 
is sustained throughout -- that he lives in and 
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through the play -- to the numerous momentary 
flashes of nature counteracting the historic 
abstraction in v/hich take as a specimen [the death 
of Cleopatra] 
(Raysor, I, 86) 
The play presents a contrast with Romeo and Juliet "as the love 
of passion and appetite opposed to the love of affection and 
instinct" is shown. Feliciter audax is the motto of 
Shakespeare's style. This "happy valiancy" of his style is the 
representative and result of all "the material excellencies so 
expreset" (Raysor, I, 86). 
XII 
The writings of Shakespeare, Coleridge says, were like "a 
wilderness in which were desolate places, most beautiful 
flowers and weeds", and even the titles of the plays were 
appropriate and showed the judgement of the dramatist, 
"presenting as it were a bill of fare before the feast". This 
was peculiarly so in The VJinter's Tale, which presents "a wild 
story calculated to interest a circle round a fire side" 
(Raysor, II, 275) . 
Having highlighted the poetic heart of the play, 
Coleridge focusses attention on one of the improbabilities in 
the play. It seems "indolence" on the part of Shakespeare not 
to have in the "oracle" provided som.e ground for Hermione's 
seeming death and fifteen years concealment (Raysor, I, 119). 
This, Coleridge says, might have been shown by some "obscure 
sentence of the oracle" as, for example, "never shall he ever 
recover an heir if he have a wife before that recovery". This 
suggestion, made so casually by Coleridge has often been quoted 
by critics and commentators in order to highlight the fact that 
The Winter's Tale is probably the only play of Shakespeare in 
which a vital piece of information is concealed from the 
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audience. Shakespeare never shocks his audience by surprises at 
the end in the manner of a modern detective novel. His 
practice, on the contrary, is just the opposite. We may here 
recall the famous Johnsonian comment in the Preface that the 
end of a play by Shakespeare is "the end of expectation". 
Coleridge would have whole-heartedly agreed with Johnson in 
this matter. As a matter of fact, he himself compared the 
effect of a Shakespeare play's ending to that of watching a 
sunrise. Shakespeare never startles. In view of all this, 
Coleridge's comment on Hermione's supposed death serves to act 
like a mild censure of Shakespeare's practice in The Winter's 
Tale. 
We may conclude the present chapter by reminding 
ourselves how Coleridge's criticism of individual plays marks 
an important stage in the development of Shakespeare criticism, 
and this notwithstanding the fact that Coleridge, in many ways, 
continues the traditional critiques of particular plays handed 
down by the eighteenth century. There are definite points of 
departure. Coleridge pays attention to the unitive vision 
mediated by different plays. An attempt is made to relate 
character to the plays's philosophical core of meaning. 
Emphasis is placed on poetic qualities and on atmosphere. The 
organic nature of a play's design is highlighted by 
concentrating on the opening scenes. These qualities make 
Coleridge's criticism radically different from the eighteenth 
century critical tradition. 
CHAPTER - VI 
COLERIDGE'S CRITICISM OF SHAKESPEARE'S CHARACTERS 
Coleridge is often regarded to be the initiator of a 
tendency which reached its culmination in Bradley and which 
treats Shakespearian characters as "friends for life". 
According to the critics, Coleridge tends to consider 
Shakespeare's characters as living beings, thus interested in 
their motives and actions in terms we normally ascribe to 
non-fictional beings. Coleridge, according to these critics, 
fails to make a distinction between drama and real life when he 
says that "Shakespeare's characters are like those in life to 
2 
be inferred by the reader, not told to him" (Raysor, I, 227) . 
Critics had almost unanimously declared Coleridge to be the 
progenitor of that tendency which led to ridiculous probings, 
as in the question, "Where and when did Ophelia learn her songs?" 
which, however, got its fitting reply in L.C.Knights's article, 
3 
'How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth?" "^  Prof essor Rene Wellek, 
for example, criticizes Coleridge for blurring the distinction 
between art and life. According to Professor Wellek, 
Coleridge's comment on Polonius as the "personified memory of 
v^ 7isdom no longer possessed", leads to confusion since a 
fictional character has no past beyond the "statements of the 
4 
author. It is on the same ground that Alfred Harbage 
V.Y. Kantak, "An Approach to Shakespearian Tragedy : The 
'Actor' Image in Macbeth", Shakespeare Survey, 16 (1963), 
p.43; Robert Langbaum, "Character Versus Action in Shakespeare" 
Shakespeare Quarterly, 8 (1957) No. 1, pp. 57-69. 
2 
Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism, ed. T.M. Raysor, (London, 
1930). Subsequent references are from this edition and are 
included in the text with volume no. and page no. 
3 
L.C. Knights, "How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth", 
Explorations (New York, 1964). 
4 
Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism, 1750-1950 (London, 
1955), Vol. II, The Romantic Age, p.182. 
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criticizes Coleridge's analysis of Edmund's character. 
According to him, Coleridge in his supply of "palliating 
motives" to Edmund, goes beyond the intention of the 
dramatist. 
In the light of these accusations, it is worthwhile to 
consider Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare's characters in 
detail. 
It is true that Coleridge says : 
[Shakespeare] was not a mere painter of portraits, 
with the dress, features and peculiarities of the 
sister; but a painter of likenesses so true that, 
although nobody could perhaps say they knew the 
very person represented, all saw at once that it 
was faithful, and that it must be a likeness. 
(Raysor, II, 34) 
Coleridge's theory of imitation, as we have seen, helps 
us to realize that true likeness does not mean exact copying. 
Shakespeare reflected manners not by "a cold formal copy" but 
by "an imitation". An exact transcript of nature in stead of 
being a beauty would be a blemish. In fact, characters in a 
Shakespearian play, as Coleridge points out, are : 
• • • a result of meditation on the design of which 
observation supplies the drapery and the colours 
that are to harmonize with the other figures. 
Shakespeare had virtually surveyea ail the great 
component powers and impulses of human nature, seen 
that the different combinations and subordinations 
were the individualizers of men and showed their 
harmony by the effects of disproportion, either of 
excess or deficiency. 
(Raysor, I, 233) 
In the light of this, if we go back to Wellek's 
objection, the first question thatn-e should ask ourselves is : 
"^Alfred Harbage, "Introduction", Coleridge on Shakespeare 
(Harmondsworth, 1969), p.27. 
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what constitutes the statement of the author? According to 
Coleridge, Shakespeare draws his characters, "not by any one 
description, but by such opinions, half-right-half wrong, as 
the friends, enemies and the man himself would give and the 
reader [is] left to draw the whole" (Raysor, II, 232) and it 
has to be drawn from the whole course of the play. Hamlet's 
words, therefore, should not be taken as the author's 
conception of Polonius but "take his advice to Laertes" and 
"the reverence of his memory by Ophellia" and we will find him 
a statesman of some merit. Thus Coleridge remarks : 
It is a common error to mistake the epithets 
applied by the dramatis personae to each other, as 
truly descriptive of what the audience ought to 
seek or know. 
(Raysor, I, 47) 
Coleridge does not study characters removed from their 
dramatic context. He treats his characters "in motion and 
action, dynamically developing in a variety of relationships 
with other characters, with circumstances and with external 
events". Whereas for Aristotle "drama is a human action, for 
Coleridge it is a human character in action". That is why 
Coleridge considers the plot as the canvas only. "The plot 
interests us on account of characters and not vice-versa" : 
Take away from Much Ado About Nothing all that 
which is [not] indispensable to the plot, either as 
having little to do with it, or, at best, like 
Dogberry and his comrades, forced into the service 
when any other less ingeniously absurd watchman and 
night constable would have answered; take away 
Benedict, Beatrice,Dogberry and the reaction of the 
former on the character of Hero, and what will 
remain? In other writers the main agent of the plot 
is always the prominent character. In Shakespeare 
so or not so, as the character is in itself 
6 R.H. Fogle, The Idea of Co le r idge ' s C r i t i c i s m , (Berkeley, 
1962), p .115 . 
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calculated or not calculated to form the plot. So 
Don John, the main spring of the plot is merely 
sho\7n and \7ithdrav7n. 
(Raysor, I, 226) 
Moreover, it is Shakespeare's ability to conceive a 
character imaginatively, "in that state of being, in which 
there is neither past nor future but all is permanent in the 
very energy of nature" : 
It is mistake to say that any of Shakespeare's 
characters strike us as portraits : they have the 
union of reason perceiving, of judgement recording, 
and of imagination diffusing over all a magic 
glory. While the poet registers what is past, he 
projects the future in a wonderful degree, and 
makes us feel, however slightly, and see, however 
dimly, that state of being in which there is 
neither past nor future but all is permanent in the 
very energy of nature. 
(Raysor, II, 168) 
Even when Coleridge studies Shakespearian characters 
psychologically, he is not interested in their motives and 
actions just for their own sake. His interest in the psychology 
of the characters does not lead him to study Shakespearian 
characters as psychological cases. For example, Alice Snyder in 
7 her article describes those psychological theories which she 
thinks Coleridge has made use of in his study of characters. 
According to Snyder, Coleridge's criticism of Shakespearian 
characters owes its significance to psychology. Coleridge's 
interest in the motives, mood or intellectual conviction of the 
characters led him into the domain of abnormal psychology. Even 
his philosophical vision, i.e., his persistent attempt to do 
away with philosophical dualism, to prove to himself that 
extremes do meet, to reconcile all opposites, anticipates the 
o 
contemporary modern psychological attempt at monism. In order 
7 
Alice Snyder, "A Note on Coleridge's Shakespeare Criticism" 
Modern Language Notes, 38 (1923), no. 1, pp. 23-31. 
Ibid., p.24. 
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to prove the thesis Snyder tabulates all the comments taken 
from Coleridge's analysis of different characters. 
It is our contention here that Coleridge's interest in 
the motives of the characters leads him to study these 
characters philosophically. It is from the observation of human 
nature placed in the dramatic context that he derives his 
philosophical generalisations. Coleridge's justification of 
Edmund's character too, must be seen in this light. 
Viewed in this perspective, it becomes clear that, 
according to Coleridge, Shakespeare does not allow his 
characters to be individuals only. They become universal in the 
sense that they acquire symbolic significance. lago remains an 
lago though the philosophic vision behind his conception, as 
Coleridge tells us, serves the purpose of the dramatist to show 
the dangers of the supremacy of intellect over moral aspects. 
Hamlet too, while showing the importance of action over 
thought, remains an individual : 
The essence of poetry is universality. The 
character Of Hamlet, & C. , affects all men; 
addresses to personal feelings, the sympathy 
arising from a reference to individual sensibility 
spurious. 
(Raysor, II, 9) 
The dramatist, acting the part of a "ventriloquist", 
distributes his own "insipidity" among the characters (Raysor, 
II, 162). Meditation helps him to look at every character with 
interest, "only as it contains something generally true, and 
such as might be expressed in a philosophical problem" (Raysor, 
II, 116). That is why these characters become embodiments of 
the "ideal reality" Shakespeare portrayed : 
Shakespeare's characters from Othello and Macbeth 
down to Dogberry and the Gravediggers may be termed 
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ideal realities. They are not the thing themselves, 
so much as abstracts of the things, which a great 
mind takes into itself, and there naturalises them 
to its ovm conception. 
(Raysor, II, 152) 
These characters are permanent — "permanent while men 
continue men -- because they stand upon what is absolutely 
necessary to our existence" (Raysor, II, 146) . 
Another important point of interest closely related to 
the previous one, which is throughout implied in Coleridge's 
analysis of Shakespearian characters and v/hich was a subject of 
discussion throughout the nineteenth century was the question 
of Shakespeare's impersonality. In the nineteenth century, 
9 
there were two camps. Critics like Dowden believed that 
Shakespeare was auto-biographical and allowed his personality 
to be reflected in some of his works as in Romeo and Juliet, 
Hamlet, and also in his sonnets. Of course, there is a very 
simplistic view of Shakespeare's identity in his works. Some 
other critics believed that Shakespeare is throughout dramatic 
and impersonal. Even in the twentieth century, Sissoon, in his 
lecture, "The Mythical Sorrows of Shakespeare" thought that the 
personalist approach to Shakespeare was wrong and thus 
descredited this vision of art as self-expression. According 
to him., the greatest of Shakespeare's critics, Coleridge, 
regarded Shakespeare as impersonal. As a matter of fact, 
Coleridge's views are difficult to understand. Though he uses 
the words like impersonal, universal and objective in his 
criticism of Shakespeare, he cannot be regarded as a pure 
impersonalist. 
9 . . . 
Dowden, Shakespeare ; A Critical Study of His Mind and Art 
(London, 1875). 
Sissoon, "The Mythical Sorrov^ fs of Shakespeare" Proceedings of 
British Academy (1934), reprinted in Studies in Shakespeare ; 
British Academy Lectures, ed. P. Alexander (London, 1954)^ 
pp. 9-32. 
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Shakespeare, according to Coleridge, made himself all 
characters; "he left out parts of himself, and supplied what 
might have been in himself". Since his observation was preceded 
by contemplation, "he first conceived what forms of things must 
be and then went humbly to the oracle of nature to ask whether 
he was right. He enquired of her as a sovereign, he did not 
gossip with her". Shakespeare, in other words, described 
feelings which no observation could teach. "Nothing was given 
to him but the canvass" (Raysor, II, 17). Coleridge starts his 
famous analysis of Hamlet by highlighting that Shakespeare's 
characters are drawn from his intellectual and moral faculties 
["Shakespeare's mode of conceiving characters out of his own 
intellectual and moral faculties..."] (Raysor, I, 37). 
Moreover, according to Coleridge, a certain type of 
character repeatedly appears in Shakespeare's early plays. He 
is a young man, a perfect gentleman, possessing an 
extraordinary power of intellect. This gentleman appears 
sometimes as Biron in Love's Labour's Lost, sometimes as 
Mercutio in Romeo and Juliet and sometimes as Benedick in Much 
Ado About Nothing. Although" Coleridge does not at all say that 
the character is auto-biographical, yet his insistence that the 
character is a product of meditation rather than of observation 
and his appreciation of the elment of intellectual keenness and 
gentlemanliness in Shakespeare himself, keep us thinking that 
it might be due to Coleridge's wish to identify Shakespeare 
himself as the prototype of this character. 
Shakespeare's characters may be reduced to a few — 
that is to say, to a few classes of characters. If 
you take this gentleman for instance, Biron is seen 
again in Mercutio, in Benedick and in several 
others. They are men who combine the politeness of 
the courtier with the faculties of high intellect 
— those powers of combination and severance which 
only belong to an intellectual mind. The wonder is 
how Shakespeare can thus disguise himself, and 
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possess such miraculous powers of conveying what he 
means without betraying the poet, and without even 
producing the consciousness of him. 
(Raysor, II, 118) 
Though Dogberry and the Nurse are highly individual, yet 
there was no Dogberry and no Nurse in real life of which 
Shakespeare's characters are a copy. It is Shakespeare who is 
present in his Dogberry and in his Nurse : 
In the meanest character it was still Shakespeare; 
it was not the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, or the 
Dogberry in Much Ado, or the blundering constable 
in Measure for Measure, but it was this great and 
mighty being changing himself into the Nurse or the 
blundering constable that gave delight. 
(Raysor, II, 162) 
Coleridge might compare Shakespeare to Proteus, a god in 
Greek mythology "who now flowed, a river; now raged, a fire; 
now roared, a lion", he assumed all changes but still "in the 
stream, in the fire, in the beast, and under all the 
multitudinous resemblances he always retained the awful 
character of the divinity". More importantly, Coleridge says 
that a real life Lear could never have thought the thoughts 
that Lear thinks in Shakespeare's play. So Lear's thoughts are 
Shakespeare's thoughts and hence Shakespeare is present in his 
Lear. All this does not amount, however, to saying that 
Coleridge's Shakespeare was a personalist Shakespeare or an 
auto-biographical Shakespeare. What we are saying is only that 
Coleridge's impersonal Shakespeare is a complex phenomenon. 
Coleridge's Shakespeare is not an impersonalist Shakespeare in 
the ordinary sense of the word. This is clear from the 
following when Coleridge says : 
Shakespeare's characters from Othello and Macbeth 
down to Dogberry and the Grave-digger, may be 
termed ideal realities. They are not the thing 
themselves, so much as abstracts of the things, 
which a great mind takes into itself, and there 
211 
naturalises them to its own conception. Take 
Dogberry : are no important truths there conveyed, 
no admirable lessons taught, and no admirable 
allusion made to reigning follies, which the poet 
saw must for ever reign? He is not the creature of 
the day, to disappear with the day, but the 
representative and abstract of truth which must 
ever be true, and of humour which must ever be 
humorous. 
(Raysor, II, 162) 
Coleridge's position can be understood in the light of 
his theory of drama and imagination. Shakespeare's creative 
intelligence is present everywhere in his dramas which 
establish a "mean between his ventriloquism and 
self-dissolution projecting himself into all things but never 
relinquishing his identity" : 
He alone preserved the individuality of his 
character without losing his own. 
(Raysor, II, 16) 
Thus, according to Coleridge, all the persons in 
Shakespeare's plays are Shakespeare's creations and not persons 
in real life. Shakespeare's skill, however, lies in convincing 
us that they are so as to make us emotionally involved with 
them. Each character, therefore, becomes at once a symbol of 
universal human nature, the representative of a class and an 
individual. The symbolic or the philosophical function that 
these characters fulfill, cannot be realized independently. 
That can be conceived by entering fully into real life-like 
situations of characters and their actions. Our analysis of 
Coleridge's criticism of various Shakespearian characters in 
the following pages will make this point clear. 
Fogle, op. cit., p.108 
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Even a cursory look at the Marginalia and the newspaper 
reports of Coleridge's lectures makes it clear that Coleridge 
gives more attention to Hamlet than to any other character of 
Shakespeare. Before beginning our discussion of Coleridge's 
analysis of Hamlet, it is necessary to recapitulate briefly the 
eighteenth century views of the character. This becomes all the 
more necessary in the light of the charges made by Raysor and 
other critics that Coleridge's theory of Hamlet was only a 
more fully developed form of ideas borrowed from Schlegel and 
the English predecessors of Coleridge. 
As we have already seen in our previous chapter, an 
interest in the character of Hamlet, or rather in the 
psychological complexities involved in the character of Hamlet, 
began in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. It was 
then, that the critics concentrated their attention on the 
character of the hero in v/hich they discovered the postponement 
of revenge until it had involved the death of Polonius and 
other characters. Even earlier, i.e., in 1709, we find a 
12 
concern with Hamlet's state of mind in Steele's essays which 
contain the germ of one of the most important ideas of the 
pre-Romantic analysis of Hamlet's character. Though Steele does 
not point out the cause of Hamlet's delay, he believes that the 
most important element in Hamlet's character is his deep 
melancholy at the thought of his mother's hasty marriage. 
The interest in the inner workings of Hamlet's mind 
increases as the century advances. The faint beginning of the 
idea that the character of Hamlet is central to the play can be 
seen in the brief reference to Hamlet in the Earl of 
12 
Shakespeare: The Critical Heritage, ed. Brian Vickers (London, 
1937), Vol. I, pp. 209-10. The work is cited as Vickers in 
further references. 
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Shaftesbury's Characteristics. "It may be properly said of this 
play, if I mistake not, that it has only one character or 
13 . . principal part". This xdea, too, was greatly developed xn the 
late eighteenth century when the critics came to regard the 
character of Hamlet to be the only thing worthy of attention in 
the play. Some Remarks on the Tragedy of Hamlet, which was 
published anonymously and was later attributed to Sir Thomas 
Hanmer, is the next important document in the history of Hanlet 
. . . 14 . . 
criticxsm. Bradley gxves xts author the credit for havxng 
noticed for the first time the problem of delay in Hamlet. 
These critics did notice the fact of Hamlet's delay but 
they could not find anything of psychological interest as the 
cause of the delay. The recognition of the fact, however, was 
important in itself as the later critics were soon going to 
base various psychological theories of Hamlet's character on 
the fact of Hamlet's delay in taking revenge. Dr. Johnson does 
not specifically refer to Hamlet's delay but he is the first 
critic to have pointed out that Hamlet remains passive 
throughout the play. Hamlet is no more a noble man of action 
as, according to Conklin, he was in the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries. He has now come to receive keen 
psychological interest. 
The real psychological analysis of Hamlet's character may 
17 be saxd to have begun with Henry Mackenzie (1780). His 
13 . 
Vickers, Ibid., Vol. II, p. 264. 
^^Ibid., Vol. Ill, p. 40-69. 
•'"^ Ibid., Vol. V, p. 158-61. 
P.S. Conklin, A History of Hamlet's Criticism, 1601-1821 
(London, 1957), p. 7. 
17 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol. VI, pp. 272-80. 
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criticism of Hamlet may be regarded as the turning point in the 
history of Hamlet appreciation. Mackenzie interpreted the delay 
of Hamlet as a result of the excess of emotions and moral 
scrupulousness in him. In his two essays in The Mirror (April 
18 and April 25, 1780), he gave a firm direction to Hamlet 
criticism. He presented Hamlet as a man with an extreme 
sensibility of mind. Following Mackenzie, Richardson (1774), 
too, pointed out that Hamlet could not take revenge due to the 
1 8 
excess of emotions in him, and Robertson (1788) thought that 
19 Hamlet was too good to take revenge. All these essays were 
extremely influential as they anticipated and, in a way 
20 
influenced, a new vogue of analysis of Hamlet. Goethe 
stressed the extreme sensibility of the mind of Hamlet in his 
portrayal of the hero as a weakling and too fragile for the 
harsh realities of this world. A.W. Schlegel presented Hamlet 
as a tragedy of thought. Hamlet is lost in intellectual 
labyrinths and is, therefore, unable to cope with reality. 
Coleridge's criticism of Hamlet was to some extent an 
extension and a gradual development of these ideas. Though any 
direct influence of these character critics of the eighteenth 
century is difficult to trace, it is not unthinkable that being 
a voracious reader he was certainly familiar with the ideas of 
his English predecessors. It is a point of controversy if 
Coleridge borrowed his critical ideas from Schlegel or arrived 
at them independently. There is no doubt that there is a 
remarkable resemblance between the critical perception of 
Coleridge and that of A.W. Schlegel (Raysor, I, lii, Intro.). 
•^^Ibid., pp. 121-24, 
•"•^ Ibid., pp. 480-89. 
20 
T.M. Raysor, "Introduction", Coleridge's Shakespearean 
Criticism (London, 1930), pp. lii-liii. 
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Coleridge; however, denies the charge levelled against him that 
much of his interpretation of Hamlet was derived from Schlegel 
and that he was only borrowing from his German contemporary. No 
direct proof is there to establish Coleridge's priority over 
Schlegel except the fact that Coleridge himself claims to have 
conceived his analysis of Hamlet as early as 1798, when he 
quotes Hazlitt to prove his independence and originality 
Coleridge says that Hazlitt himself had replied to an assertion 
of his plagiarism from Schlegel in these words : 
That is a lie; for I myself heard the very same 
character of Hamlet from Coleridge before he went 
to Germany and when he had neither read [n]or could 
read a page of German. 
(Raysor, I, 19) 
This, however, cannot be regarded as sufficiently authentic 
since Hazlitt would not testify it. The note was published after 
the death of both Hazlitt and Coleridge. 
It is true that the influence of Schlegel certainly 
confirmed, developed and moulded many of the ideas of 
Coleridge. Even the conceptual affinities between Schlegel and 
Coleridge were inevitable, for both of them studied the works 
of Kant and had been students at Gottingen under Heyne (Raysor, 
II, 238). Both, as romantic critics, raised a rebellion against 
the neo-classical rationale of generality and mechanical 
procedure. We are not here defending Coleridge or exculpating 
him from the charge of plagiarism. It can be said, however, 
that his analysis of Hamlet's character was independent of 
Schlegel's in spite of certain apparent similarities. Reports 
of J.P. Collier and the records of Robinson are ample testimony 
to Coleridge's independence according to which Coleridge's 
views were developed by the end of 1810 while Schlegel's 
lectures were published in 1811. Not only his independence but 
his superiority also over the German critic can be acknowledged 
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as his interpretation of Hamlet is much more "sympathetic, 
penetrating and comprehensive" (Raysor, I, liii) than 
Schlegel's. 
Another point of controversy about Coleridge's criticism 
of Hamlet relates to the problem of its objectivity. Critics 
like Raysor argue that Coleridge's analysis of Hamlet is not 
completely "objective and critical" as he could not keep 
himself away while analysing Hamlet's character. Coleridge's 
remark : "I have a smack of Hamlet myself, if I may say so" 
(Raysor, II, 352) is often taken by the critics as a proof to 
show the identification of Coleridge with Hamlet. These critics 
further get support from the remark of Robinson and quote it as 
confirmatory evidence of this view of close relationship 
between Coleridge and Hamlet. 
Last night he [Coleridge] concluded his fine 
development of the Prince of Denmark by an eloquent 
statement of the moral of the play. "Action" he 
said, "is the great end of all". No intellect, 
however grand, is valuable if it dra[w]s us from 
action and lead[s] us to think and think till the 
time of action is passed by and we can do nothing". 
Somebody said to me, "this is a satire on himself". 
"No", said I, "it is an elegy". A great many of his 
remarks on Hamlet were capable of a like 
application. 
(Raysor, I, 229) 
T.S. Eliot criticizes those -critics like Goethe and 
Coleridge whose "minds often find in Hamlet a vicarious 
existence for their own artistic realization". The kind of 
criticism, according to Eliot, which Coleridge produced in the 
writings of Hamlet is the most "misleading" kind possible. Like 
Goethe, Coleridge too made his "critical aberrations the more 
21 plausible for the substitution" of his own Hamlet for 
21 
T.S. Eliot, "Hamlet", Selected Essays (London, 1951), p. 141, 
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Shakespeare's. He made Hamlet a medium for his own subjective 
expressions which should have subsided in the process of 
artistic criticism. 
It is difficult to agree with Eliot's views. Professor 
Deb thinks that Eliot does not take into account the tremendous 
influence that the "time spirit exerted on the emotional 
complex of the romantic artist". Deb quotes Beer to show that 
"the predicament of the romantic artist originated" in his 
awareness of the universe alienated from human glories and his 
desires to contemplate a universe other than the universe of 
common perception. "Coleridge was after all, a romantic artist, 
sharply conscious of a crisis in culture and sensibility", and 
when he took to the business of criticism, "his inquiries were 
naturally directed towards the exploration of spiritual 
. . 22 
realities m a work of art". He tried to achieve his ideal 
with reference to the philosophical perspectives of his mind 
which worked under the "unremitting strain of self-isolation 
and self-involution". His critical study of Hamlet is a case in 
point. 
Coleridge may be said to have attached himself to Hamlet 
emotionally, but this attachment was not a kind of 
self-identification; it was only his enthusiasm at his own 
brilliant exposition of one of the major Shakespearian 
characters. It may be regarded as a biographical coincidence 
but certainly not an approach to Hamlet. "Posterity had 
forgotten both the apolegetic tone and the occasion of his 
innocent remark. It was made in conversation, and it was surely 
23 provoked by irresistible truth". Moreover, Coleridge's 
22 
Pralay Kumar Deb, "Coleridge on Hamlet" Hamlet Studies, Vol. 
11, (1989), No.l and 2, p. 74. 
23 
Barbara Hardy, "'I Have a Smack of Hamlet' : Coleridge and 
Shakespeare's Characters", Essays in Criticism, Vol. 8 (1958), 
p. 238. 
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remark, "I have a smack of Hamlet myself" only implies his 
discovery of the presence of "a smack of Hamlet" in his ovm 
being just as much as this "smack" is present, though often 
unidentified, in every human being. As we shall see in our 
analysis of Coleridge's views on Hamlet, Coleridge considers 
Hamlet a character "of such universal interest" that it "ought 
to belong, to all mankind" (Raysor, I, 29). Thus it can be said 
that though not completely detached from his inner self, "from 
the metaphysical infrastructure" of his intuitive insight, 
Hamlet is portrayed objectively. 
Before taking into account what other critics have said 
about Coleridge's criticism, let us first consider Coleridge's 
own analysis of Hamlet's character. Coleridge was most 
interested in the "problematic" character of Hamlet and devored 
more attention to him than to any other tragic hero of 
Shakespeare. The reason for this may be, as Coleridge himself 
points out, that : "...Hamlet was the play or rather Hamlet was 
the character in the intuition and exposition of which I first 
made my turn for philosophical criticism..." (Raysor, I, 13). 
This cannot be denied since throughout his analysis of Hamlet 
is implied a pattern of moral and philosophical values. 
Coleridge makes Shakespeare's design in Hamlet clear when he 
says : 
In Hamlet I conceive [Shakespeare] to have wished 
to exemplify the moral necessity of a due balance 
between our attention to outward object and our 
meditation on inward thoughts -- a due balance 
between the real and the imaginary world. In Hamlet 
this balance does not exist -- his thoughts, 
images, and fancy [being] far more vivid than his 
perceptions, and his very perceptions instantly 
passing thro' the medium of his contemplations, and 
acquiring as they pass a form and colour and not 
naturally their own. Hence great enormous 
intellectual activity and consequent proportional 
aversion to real action, with all its symptoms and 
accompanying qualities. 
(Raysor, I, 37) 
219 
Thus the focus of the play is on a moral problem. 
Hamlet's character, as a matter of fact, is used by Shakespeare 
as a means for introducing a theme, and that theme is : v/hat 
matters in life is not thought but action : 
Shakespeare intended to portray a person in whose 
view the external world, and all its incidents and 
objects were comparatively dim, and of interest in 
themselves, and which began to interest only, when 
they were reflected in the mirror of his mind. 
Hamlet beheld external things in the same way that 
a man of vivid imagination, who shuts his eyes, 
sees what has previously made an impression on his 
organs. 
(Raysor, II, 192) 
The effect of this "vivid imagination" is beautifully 
illustrated in the inward brooding of Hamlet, His mind, 
unseated from its healthy balance, is forever occupied with his 
inner world : "the betrayed habit of brooding over the world 
within him" (Raysor, I, 38). This also results in his "aversion 
to externals". In spite of the fact that he was placed in the 
"most stimulating circumstances", Hamlet does nothing. His 
energies are wasted in "endless reasoning and hesitating", in 
constant urging and solicitation of the mind to act and "as 
constant an escape from action", in ceaseless reproaches of 
himself for sloth and negligence. The whole energy of his 
resolution "evaporates" in these reproaches : 
...the prodigality of beautiful words, which are, 
as it were, the half embodyings of thoughts, that 
make them more than thoughts, give them an outness, 
a reality sui generis, and yet retain their 
correspondence and shadowy appraoch to the images 
and movements within. 
(Raysor, I, 38) 
However, Cole r idge po in t s out t h a t t h e r e i s no indecis ion 
about Hamlet, a s f a r as his sense of duty i s concerned. He 
knows well the urgency of the deed of t a k i n g revenge and over 
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and over again makes up his mind to do it. For example, v/hen 
the players and the two spies withdraw themselves, he breaks 
out into a "delirium of rage" against himself for neglecting to 
perform the "solemn duty" he had undertaken. He realizes the 
difference between the "factitious and artificial display of 
feeling" {Raysor, II, 194) of the player with his own "apparent 
indifference". Hecuba was nothing for him yet the player wept 
for her and felt agony at her suffering. Hamlet, on the other 
hand, is unable to arouse himself to action, unable to obey the 
commands of his dead father. 
His inaction was, Coleridge says : 
...not from cowardice, for he is drawn as one of 
the bravest of his time -- not from want of 
forethought or slowness of apprehension, for he 
sees through the very souls of all who sorround 
him, but merely from that aversion to action, which 
prevails among such as have a world in themselves. 
(Raysor, I, 193) 
The utmost he arrives at is a disposition, a mood to do 
something. Hamlet's "running into long reasonings", his 
carrying off the "impatience and uneasy feelings of expectation 
by running away from the particular in[to] the general", his 
aversion to personal concerns, and escape to generalisations 
(Raysor, I, 39), all result from his "ratiocinative 
meditativeness", from his "predominant idealism." (Raysor, I, 
25) . His words give substance to shadows, and he is 
dissatisfied with commonplace reality since "it is the nature 
of thought to be indefinite while definiteness belongs to 
reality" (Raysor, II, 273). he finds himself in a constant 
state of abstraction. His soliloquy, "oh that his too, too 
solid flesh would melt", arises from his "craving after the 
indefinite". It is an expression of his "morbid craving for 
that which is not". This "self-delusion" of his mind is fully 
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exemplified in his words v/hen he says "It cannot be, but I am 
pigeon-liver'd, and lack gall, to make oppression bitter". This 
perpetual exertion of his mind causes the exhaustion of his 
bodily feelings : "taedium vitae" oppresses his mind. 
Very perceptively, Coleridge points out that Hamlet's 
madness is not real though such a mind like his is "near akin 
to madness". Coleridge quotes a remark of Dryden, "Great wit to 
madness nearly is allied", and says that the greatness of the 
genius of Hamlet led him to a perfect knowledge of his o\'m 
character. He realizes his weakness that in spite of "all 
strength of motive", he was unable to carry into act his o^ -m 
"most obvious duty". His madness is assumed, Coleridge points 
out, when he finds that "witnesses have been placed behind the 
arras to listen to what passes, and when the heroine has been 
thrown in his way as a decoy" (Raysor, II, 195). 
Coleridge makes searching explorations of the 
psychological complexities involved in Hamlet's character and 
presents various aspects of his personality, i.e., his 
despondency, his impulsiveness, his aversion to action, his 
momentary enthusiasm, his constant reproaches and his feigned 
madness. It is through this psychological unravelling of the 
inner workings of the mind and heart of the protagonist that 
Coleridge makes the underlying implied philosophical pattern of 
the play clear : 
Shakespeare wished to impress upon us the 
truth, that action is the chief end of existence --
that no faculties of intellect, however brilliant, 
can be considered valuable, or indeed otherwise 
than as misfortunes, if they withdraw us from, or 
render us repugnant to action, and lead us to think 
and think of doing, until the time has elapsed when 
we can do anything effectually. 
(Raysor, II, 197) 
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In imparting this moral truth, Coleridge says, 
Shakespeare has shown us the fullness and force of his powers : 
"all that is amiable and excellent in nature is combined in 
Hamlet, with the exception of one quality : 
He is a man living in meditation, called upon to 
act by every motive human and divine but the great 
object of his life is defeated by continually 
resolving to do, yet doing nothing but resolve. 
(Raysor, II, 198) 
Hamlet, in Coleridge's criticism, thus becomes a 
universal figure a prefiguration of the human predicament 
relating-to the conflict between essence and existence, thought 
and action. Coleridge highlights Hamlet's universality by 
pointing out that "constant aversion to action prevails among 
such as have a world in themselves" (Raysor, II, 193). 
Of such universal interest, and yet to which of all 
Shakespeare's characters could it have [been] 
appropriately given but to Hamlet? For Jacques it 
would have been too deep; for lago, too habitual a 
communion with the heart, that belongs or ought to 
belong, to all mankind. 
(Raysor, I, 29) 
Raysor feels that Hamlet has been romanticized by 
Coleridge. He argues that Coleridge's point of view was 
literary and not dramatic. Coleridge's theory, says Raysor, may 
be questioned : 
. . .above all because of its inconsistency with the 
impression of vigor which Hamlet seems always to 
make upon the audience. If Hamlet's weakness was 
not noticed before the end of the eighteenth 
century and perhaps still remains unnoticed by 
audiences, it may be questioned whether 
Shakespeare, obliged as a dramatist to make his 
central meaning obvious to the dullest mind, could 
have had the intention ascribed to him.24 
24 
T.M. Raysor, "Introduction", op. cit., p. liii-liv. 
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According to Raysor, this "romantic" interpretation of 
Hamlet involves another characteristic defect in its neglect of 
the historical background. Since Coleridge's knowledge of The 
Elizabethan age and contemporary stage conditions was not 
sufficient, he failed to understand the motive in Hamlet's 
refusal to kill Claudius at the time of prayer. 
It is true that Coleridge's historical knowledge was not 
sufficient but in analysing the character of Hamlet, Coleridge 
exhibited an unusual depth of understanding and richness of 
prerception. To say that he neglected the artform and technique 
of Shakespeare's plays will be a distortion of truth. As v;e 
have seen in our chapter on the plays, a number of Coleridge's 
observations on Shakespeare's command of theatrical knowledge 
are present in his Marginalia and reports, where Coleridge 
showed his sense of the theatre. Moreover, Coleridge's 
treatment of Claudius and Polonius is a proof that Hamlet has 
not been romanticized by Coleridge. A presentation of Hamlet as 
a romantic figure would have implied "a proportionately more 
25 
villanous Claudius and a senile and doddering Polonius". The 
play's structure is such that the more highly one thinks of the 
former, the less one is tempted to think of the latter two. Yet 
Coleridge often defends both Polonius and Claudius. Coleridge 
clearly says that "Shakespeare never intended us to see the 
king with Hamlet's eyes". All this shows that Coleridge was 
capable of adopting an objective approach to Hamlet's 
character. 
It can be accepted that Coleridge analyses Hamlet 
psychologically. He makes Hamlet psychologically more 
interesting when he tries to go deep into the inner working of 
25 
David Ellis and Howard Mills, "Coleridge's Hamlet : The Notes 
versus the Lectures", Essays in Criticism, 10 (1960), p. 248. 
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Hamlet's mind. Coleridge's psychological analysis of Hamlet's 
character is remarkable for a high degree of sensitiveness and 
minuteness of observation. His analysis, however, is not 
exclusively psychological. Two important points must be noted 
in this regard : 
1. The character of Hamlet is viewed as a part of the total 
dramatic structure i.e., Coleridge does not isolate it 
from the total design of the play. 
2. It is a part of that philosophic vision which the play 
unfolds. 
In other words, Coleridge sees the individual character, 
just as he sees the "poetic image, as the product of modifying 
imagination". He sees the "shapely play as a hierarchical 
pattern of character in which the psychological reality is 
impossible". Coleridge is interested in psychological truth 
but he is equally interested in the dramatic unfolding of the 
character. He regards the character of Hamlet as one 
constituent unit of the whole, as a part of the total 
structure, and not as an independent psychological entity. It 
is the dramatic function which controls and guides the 
character. Even the entrance of the protagonist is described in 
dramatic terms : 
The unobtrusive and yet fully adequate mode of 
introducing the main character, young Hamlet, upon 
whom transfers itself all the interest excited for 
the acts and concerns of the king, his father. 
(Raysor, I, 22) 
His analysis of Hamlet's character is perfectly "linked with 
the aesthetic probabilities of dramatic conventions". As an 
example, we, may quote the following lines : 
Barbara Hardy, op. cit., p.244, 
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The co-presence of Floratio, Marcellus and Bernardo 
is most judiciously contrived, for it renders the 
courage of Hamlet and his impetuous eloquence 
perfectly intelligible. The knowledge, the 
unthought of consciousness, the sensation, of human 
auditors, of flesh and blood sympathists acts as a 
support. 
(Raysor, II, 25) 
Coleridge's point of view may be regarded as inclusive in the 
sense that it makes the point of view of the spectator and of 
the actor also : 
In any direct form to have kept Hamlet's love for 
Ophelia before the audience, vrould have made a 
breach in the unity of the interest; but yet to the 
thoughtful reader it is suggested by his spite to 
the poor Polonius, whom he cannot let rest. 
(Raysor, I, 30) 
Robert Langbaum criticizes Coleridge for isolating Hamlet 
from the plot. Coleridge, as Langbaum says, explains the 
intricacies of his character, not by referring us to the rest 
of the play and to Hamlet's function in the plot but by 
referring us to "Shakespeare's deep and accurate science in 
27 
mental philosophy and to the constitution of our own minds". 
Thus according to Langbaum, "Hamlet's 'wild transition to the 
ludicrous' is explained not as a madness deliberately assumed 
to deceive the king but as an expression of extreme anguish and 
horror" and Hamlet's delay is explained not as due to the 
external obstacles "which prevent him from executing the 
revenge but as due to the 'overbalance of imagination' which 
indisposes him for action". It is difficult to accept 
Langbaura's view for Hamlet's madness, feigned or real,is both 
dramatic and expressive of Hamlet's state of mind. Moreover, it 
is wrong to say that Coleridge isolates it from the 
27 
Robert Langbaum, "Character Versus Action m Shakespeare", 
op. cit.,pp. 67-8. 
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circumstances in which he is placed. The effect of "the 
overbalance of imagination" and the effect of "a superfluous 
activity of thought" are related to the more complex and wider 
issues of the play. 
The important point of Coleridge's analysis of Hamlet's 
character is that, in the ultimate analysis, Coleridge's 
discussion of Hamlet is not psychological but moral and 
philosophical. Coleridge goes beyond the psychological aspects 
and comes to grapple with the philosophical and thematic issues 
involved. Apart from the widespread impression, expressed in 
casual comment, that Coleridge's character criticism is purely 
psychological, there have been specific attempts made by 
critics who ought to know better to characterise Coleridge's 
analysis of Hamlet as predominantly or exclusively 
psychological. There is, for example, Roberta Morgan's study of 
"The Philosophical Basis of Coleridge's Hamlet criticism", in 
which the author propounds the theory that Coleridge's analysis 
of Hamlet is a product of his attempt to graft a version of 
faculty psychology on to the eighteenth century associationism. 
To envisage a faculty-psychology outlook on Coleridge's part 
would attribute to him the assumption that all experience is 
static, that characters in a play — especially the character 
of Hamlet -- are fixed and unchanging in their attitude to life 
and that, in this particular case, Hamlet had always lacked 
balance and his mind was always diseased. Coleridge's actual 
comments on the play, however, do not support the presence of 
such an assumption in his view of Hamlet. As a matter of fact, 
Coleridge implies that Shakespeare presents Hamlet in a 
situation where his inability to act brings out the truth that 
28 
Roberta Morgan, "The Philosophical Basis of Coleridge's 
Hamlet Criticism", English Literary History, Vol.6 (1939), 
pp. 256-70. 
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action and not thought is the end of life. The fact that in 
Coleridge's criticism of Hamlet the focus is on an ethical 
rather than psychological issue is borne out by the way the 
play has been treated by some of the most important critics of 
the present century. It may not be regarded as irrelevant to 
refer here briefly to one or two modern views of Hamlet in 
order to show how the Coleridgean train of thought has 
continued in our own age too. 
L.C. Knights, in an important study of the play, (An 
29 
Approach to "Hamlet"), suggests that Hamlet's state of mind 
incapacitates him for meaningful action. His overwhelming 
preoccupation with evil, though philosophically significant, is 
not normal. Moreover, the action of the play is not intended to 
be viewed from Hamlet's point of view. Hamlet is indeed the 
focus of some of the play's irony. This view of the play comes 
very close to that of Coleridge and highlights the essential 
features of his approach. Coleridge also seems to have 
anticipated another modern scholar-critic of the play. M.M. 
Mahood, in her book Shakespeare's Word Play, says that Hamlet's 
basic problem is that he refuses to identify himself. His is an 
unlimited, unbounded consciousness. In the realm of 
speculaion, of which Hamlet is an inhabitant, no choice is 
necessary, and there is no self-defintion. This is Hamlet's 
basic problem because in the world of action both choice and 
self-definition are essential. According to Professor Mahood, 
there is development in Hamlet's character. The moment of 
recognition and of self-definition comes for him in Ophelia's 
30 grave when he cries : "This is l/Hamlet the Dane". 
29 
L.C. Knights, An Approach to "Hamlet" (London, 1960). 
30 
M.M. Mahood, Shakespeare's Word Play (London, 1957), p. 129. 
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These two views, briefly summarised above, are 
illustrative in a way of Coleridge's approach to Hamlet and 
representative of his continuing influence among critics who 
have, in important ways, distanced themselves from the Romantic 
criticism of Shakespeare. 
•k -k -k 
We may begin our discussion of Coleridge's analysis of 
Polonius, with reference to Rene Wellek's remark that Coleridge 
does not make any distinction between art and life. In 
ascribing Polonius a past, Coleridge goes beyond the 
31 
"statements of the author". That such a view is not correct 
would become clear if we remember what, according to Coleridge, 
is the way of defining a character in a play. Shakespeare, says 
Coleridge, does not draw his characters "by any one 
description". There need not necessarily be any "pompous 
description" of a character by himself. His characters are to 
be drawn from "the whole course of the play", by such opinions 
"half right half wrong" as his friends, enemies and the man 
himself would give -- "as the reader is left to draw the whole" 
(Raysor, II, 266; I, 232). This mode of inferring Shakespeare's 
characters by the readers might be truly exemplified in the 
character of Polonius. 
Polonius, who may rightly be called as the "personified 
memory of wisdom no longer actually possessed" (Raysor, I, 225) 
or as "a man of maxims" (Raysor, II, 352) is, according to 
Coleridge, often misrepresented by the actors. Shakespeare 
never intended to represent him as a buffoon or to bring out 
the "senility or weakness of Polonius' mind". It is to Hanlet 
that Polonius is contemptible because "in inwardness and 
31 
Rene Wellek, op. cit., p.182, 
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uncontrollable activity of movement, Hamlet's mind is logical, 
contrary to that of Polonius, and besides, as I have observed 
before, Hamlet dislikes the man as false to his true allegiance 
in the matter of succession to the crown (Raysor, I, 24). 
Hamlet's dislike for Polonius was thus due to political reasons 
(Raysor, II, 266). Hamlet was sure that Polonius had assisted 
his uncle in his usurpation of the throne and was creating 
hurdles in his love with Ophelia. His "spite" for Polonius was 
therefore natural. Coleridge warns us that Hamlet's speeches 
should not be taken at their face value since Shakespeare never 
intended us to see Polonius with Hamlet's eyes : "Hamlet's 
words should not be taken as Shakespeare's conception of him" 
(Raysor, II, 266) . 
In Polonius a certain "induration" of character arose 
from his "long habit of business", but if we take his advice 
and admonitions to Laertes and the reverence of his memory by 
Ophelia, we will find that he was a statesman of business 
"though somewhat past his faculties". Polonius is always made 
respectable, though the application of the maxims, which he 
acquired as a result of his experience, requires no "fineness 
of tact". One particular feature which belong-ed to his 
character was that "his recollection of past life was of wisdom 
and shewed a knowledge of human nature, whilst what immediately 
passed before, and escaped from him, W£is emblematical of 
weakness" (Raysor, II, 266). 
32 Though derivative in general, Coleridge's analysis of 
32 
Coleridge's analysis of Polonius' character is heavily dra^ '/n 
from Dr. Johnson's criticism. Johnson in his notes describes 
him thus : "such a man excels in general principles, but 
fails in particular application. He is knowing in retrospect, 
and ignorant in foresight. While he depends upon his memory 
and can draw from his repositories of knowledge he utters 
weighty sentences, and give useful counsels..." (Vickers, 
op. cit.. Vol. V, p. 157). 
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Polonius' character is remarkable for its acuteness of 
observation. His comments on "fishmonger" and "god-kissing 
carrion" passages (Raysor, I, 26) are attempts, on the one 
hand, to explain difficult textual cruces and, on the other, 
means of focussing on Hamlet's valuation of a man against whom 
he is strongly prejudiced. On the whole, Coleridge's analysis 
of Polonius' character is objective and brings into light his 
ability to dissociate himself from the irresistible charm of 
Hamlet's character so that he can view Polonius as he is in 
himself. 
II 
For Macbeth's character, it is crucial to decide the 
extent of the role of the supernatural powers in leading 
Macbeth on the path of crime. The important question is how 
much power, for good or evil, is provided by Shakespeare to the 
weird sisters to determine Macbeth's character and action? If 
we consider the sisters as simply harmless beings devoid of any 
power of control, then Macbeth is mainly responsible for his 
acts and his crimes fall heavily on himself. On the other hand, 
if the sisters possess the power to determine behaviour, 
Macbeth becomes a man trapped in their design, helpless to 
choose only evil. Thus the basic question that arises is 
whether Macbeth's character shaped his destiny or his destiny 
shaped his character. 
Throughout the eighteenth century, the witches in Macbeth 
were considered to be the product of the "credulous or heated 
imagination" of Shakespeare to satisfy the bad tastes of the 
time. It was the genius of Shakespeare that helped him in 
making them interesting. The critics in general agreed that 
Macbeth is a "detestable monster" who himself is responsible 
for his downfall. 
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Dr. Johnson, in his Notes, admits that the events in the 
play are too great to admit any influence of particular 
dispositions and that the course of action necessarily 
determines the conduct of the agents. Like Lady Macbeth, 
Macbeth too is merely detested, and the readers "rejoice" at 
their "fall".^^ 
Macbeth, according to Mrs. Montague, is a man with 
"vehement passions and aspiring wishes". The bad man is "his 
own tempter", and the judgement of the poet is shown in the way 
the poet has given to Macbeth "the very tempter to be wrought 
34 
upon by such suggestions". 
Gentleman bitterly criticizes the introduction of these 
supernatural creatures since the dramatic representation of 
these evil beings "tends to impress superstitious feelings and 
timidity upon weak mind". These creatures owe their existence 
in Shakespeare to the barbarous tastes of the time in which 
Shakespeare wrote with "possibly an oblique design of 
35 flattering the favourite opinion of James the first". Even 
the fact that the author has "historical tradition to 
countenance his introduction of them cannot exculpate his 
supernatural beings from rational censure". According to 
Gentleman, the man "who premeditates the worst means at first 
must have by nature a deep depravation of heart" and such 
Macbeth appears infected with from the very beginning'. The 
conscientious struggles which we find him engaged in show his 
most "villanious nature". 
33 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol. V, p. 144, 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol. V, p. 336. 
^^Ibid., pp. 384-85. 
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These critics completely undermined the importance of the 
supernatural in the play and thought that since the witches 
produce only a "comical effect" on the audience, Macbeth 
should be staged without the help of these "ghostly aids". 
Richardson interprets Macbeth's character in 
psychological terms, and attributes Macbeth's downfall to his 
ruling passion i.e., ambition. Under the influence of this 
passion, Macbeth undergoes a complete transformation from "a 
valiant, dutiful, mild, generous and ambitious" man to a 
"false, perfidious, barbarous 'and vindictive" villain. 
Richardson does not pay attention to the accountability of the 
witches in Macbeth's fall and strongly condemns those 
"historians of an ignorant age" who, "addicted to a 
superstitious belief in sorcery, ascribed them to a 
preternatural agency". 
Whately recognized that though the dominant trait of 
Macbeth's character is his ambition, resulting from his vanity, 
the prophecies of the witches and the instigations of his wife, 
too, are important as they are constantly engaged in removing 
37 
all the remains of humanity from him. 
Coleridge, for the first time, realized the full dramatic 
significance of the witches without minimizing Macbeth's own 
part in his tragedy. Pieced together and read thoroughly, the 
Marginalia and the lecture notes do present a coherent view of 
the entire play, especially that of its protagonist. Coleridge 
gives the weird sisters supernatural powers and regards them as 
the kernel of the Macbeth story : They are not simply the 
projections of Macbeth's evil thoughts, nor merely an objective 
presentation of his inward being. They have their own objective 
^^Ibid., Vol. VI, p. 121. 
^"^Ibid., pp. 408-20. 
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identity and work as objective agents of the evil power rather 
than having a merely psychological existence. Coleridge says : 
The weird sisters [are] as true a creation of 
Shakespeare, as his Ariel and Caliban, the Fates, 
the Furies, and the materializing witches being the 
elements". 
(Raysor, I, 67) 
The sisters are "awful beings" and possess "mysterious nature". 
They lead evil "minds from evil to evil and have the power of 
tempting those who have been the tempters of themselves" 
(Raysor, II, 270) . In this way, they are the "keynote" of the 
whole play. They possess the power to foretell future events. A 
part of their prophecy had already been fulfilled but "the 
major part was still contingent, still in Macbeth's moral 
will" (Raysor, I, 68). 
Thus the witches, according to Coleridge, can exercise 
their powers only on those who are prone to evil. The greater 
part of the tragedy, however, is to be decided by Macbeth's o\^ m 
choice. "In the tragic", Coleridge believed, "free will of man 
is the first cause". The will is exhibited as struggling with 
Fate, and "the deepest tragic effect is produced when the Fate 
is represented as a higher and intelligent will and the 
opposition of the individual springing from a defect" (Raysor, 
I, 138). Therefore, to deny Macbeth his part in bringing about 
his own downfall and the fall of others by ignoring his own 
choice and "free will" is to misrepresent the play. Coleridge 
does not agree with his contemporaries, like Hazlitt, who 
consider Macbeth utterly helpless in the face of these 
supernatural powers. For example, Hazlitt says : 
Macbeth himself appears driven along by the 
violence of his fate like a drunken man; he 
staggers under the weight of his o\v'n purposes and 
the sugggestions of others, -- he stands at bay 
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with his situations and from the superstitions owe 
and breathless suspense into which the 
communications of the weird sisters through him, is 
hurried on with daring impatience to verify their 
predictions, and with impious and bloody hand to 
tear aside the veil which hides the uncertainty of 
the future. He is not equal to the struggle with 
fate and conscience.38 
In modern times, Wilson Knight too has undermined the 
significant role of Macbeth's choice and emphasized the 
importance of the supernatural. He says that will-power is 
absent in Macbeth. He may struggle but cannot fight. "He can no 
more resist than a rabbit resists a weasel's teeth fastened in 
39 its neck, or a bxrd m the serpent's transfixing eye". 
Coleridge, to some extent, anticipates Bradley who too 
realizes that these powers influence Macbeth but they do not 
40 determine his course of actions. He is free to choose. 
Indeed, he may have chosen before his meeting with the sisters. 
In order to show that evil was there in Macbeth, 
Coleridge makes a comparison between his character and that of 
Banquo. The sisters appeared to Banguo also, and he too was a 
fated beneficiary of their prophecies; but it was Macbeth, who 
"yielded to temptation" and thus "forfeited his free agency" : 
But o how truly Shakespearean is the opening of 
Macbeth's character given in the unpossessedness of 
Banquo's mind, wholly present to the present object 
— an unsullied, unsacrificed mirror; and [it is] 
in strict truth of nature that he, and not Macbeth 
himself, directs our notice to the effect produced 
to Macbeth's mind, rendered temptable by previous 
dalliance of the fancy with ambitious thoughts. 
(Raysor, I, 68) 
38William Hazlitt, "Macbeth", Shakespeare Criticism, A selection, 
with an introduction by D.Nichol Smith (London, 1953), p.274. 
G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire, 5th ed. (New York, 1957), 
pp. 117-9. 
40 
A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London, 1904), p. 343. 
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Banquo's mind is like a mirror; it reflects as it sees, but the 
mind of Macbeth is not unpossessed like that of Banquo. Their 
difference in behaviour shows that the prophecies of the weird 
sisters were only an externalization of Macbeth's heart-felt 
desires. He had already nutured the hopes to be the king. 
Macbeth reacts very differently from Banquo. The "talkative 
curiosity" of the open-minded and "open-dispositioned" Banquo 
is contrasted with the "silent, absent and brooding melancholy" 
of his partner Macbeth : 
The questions of Banquo [ar.e] those of natural 
curiosity -- such as a girl would make after she 
had heard a gypsy tell her school fellow's fortune 
-- all perfectly general, or rather planless. But 
Macbeth lost in thoughts, raises himself to speech 
only by their being about to depart : "Stay, you 
imperfect speakers"; and all that follows is 
reasoning on a problem already discussed in his 
mind, on a hope which he welcomes, and the doubts 
concerning its attainment he wishes to have cleared 
up. His eagerness - the eager eye with which he had 
pursued their evanition, compared with the easily 
satisfied mind of the self-uninterested Banquo. 
(Raysor, I, 68-9) 
The "causatic" relationship between the "germ of the 
guilt" and its "birth date" is made clear through the dialogues 
of Banquo and Macbeth. Coleridge's interpretation here tends to 
perceive Banquo as a person without ambition, envy or malice, 
in fact without having a dramatic identity. In this respect, he 
serves as a good foil to Macbeth. Coleridge analyses the 
character of Banquo as a means of concentrating the attention 
on the hero and to show that his will is free. Under the 
command of his own ambition, Macbeth is dragged by the witches' 
power and promises and moves hypnotized to their prophecies. 
The vv'ay Macbeth "evades the promptings of his conscience before 
the 'Commission of a crime shows his ingenuity". This can be 
compared with his "total imbecility" and helplessness after the 
commission of the crime since the crime can no longer be 
"deluded" (Raysor, II, 270). 
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Coleridge shows how easily the hypocrite in Macbeth 
overcomes the voice of his conscience. The "cov/ardice of his 
own conscience discloses itself in the murder of the old king". 
Thus it was not only the v/itches but his owi choice that led 
him on to the course of crime. While focussing on 
Macbeth-Witches interaction, Coleridge highlights the 
relationship between the supernatural and free will. The 
witches may know the future but they are not given control over 
man and destiny. Coleridge sees Macbeth as fated by the evil in 
his own heart. Macbeth is driven to murder not only by 
supernatural powers but also by his own wife. Lady Macbeth, 
according to Coleridge, too shapes and guides Macbeth's career 
as a murderer : 
Macbeth [is] described by Lady Macbeth so as at the 
same time to describe her ovm character. 
Intellectually considered, he is powerful in all 
[things] but has strength in none. Morally [he is] 
selfish; i.e., as far as his weakness will permit 
him [to be]. Could he have everything he wanted, he 
would rather have it innocently — ignorant, as 
alas! how many are, that he who wishes a temporal 
end for itself does in truth will the means; hence 
the danger of indulging fancies. 
(Raysor, I, 71-2) 
Coleridge does not make Macbeth utterly monstrous. He 
does not make the reader "rejoice" at Macbeth's fall. Macbeth 
wants to be selfish but he does not have the ability. In spite 
of his crimes and the moral degeneration he undergoes, Macbeth 
is not inherently evil. "Could he have everything he wanted, he 
would rather have it innocently". 
Badavi^ i helps us in pointing out that Coleridge interprets 
41 Macbeth as a man deceived in himself. Before the murder, "the 
inward pangs and warnings of conscience are interpreted into 
M.M. Badawi, Coleridge : Critic of Shakespeare (Cambridge, 
1973), p.42. 
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prudential reasonings" and after the deed "ever and ever 
mistaking the anguish of conscience for fears of selfishness 
and thus as a punishment of that selfishness, plunging deeper 
in guilt and ruin" (Raysor, I, 76) till in the end "all is 
inward no more prudential perspective reasonings" : 
[He] mistranslates the recoilings and ominous 
whispers of conscience into prudential and selfish 
reasonings, and after the deed — the terrors of 
remorse into fear from external dangers -- like 
delirious men that run away from the phantoms of 
their own brain, or, raised by terror to rage, stab 
the real object within their own reach. 
(Raysor, I, 80) 
Macbeth hopes to avoid the mental torture he experienced 
after one crime by committing another. But this does not enable 
him to evade his sense of guilt. His later actions proceed from 
terror and cowardice though his cowardice too is "compatible 
with his heroic character" (Raysor, I, 82) till in the end he 
deludes himself into believing that the tortures of his mind 
are due not to remorse but to the knowledge that Banquo's son, 
Fleance, lives : "still mistaking conscience for prudence". 
It is to be noted here that though Coleridge describes 
the character in psychological terms, his main concern is with 
the theme of the play. The description of the different states 
of mind of the two main characters is no doubt psychologically 
very convincing. It is not simply a description, but a subtle 
analysis of the dominant passions of the two protagonists. We 
have reasons here to disagree with Badawi who makes a strict 
demarcation between moral and psychologial approaches and 
regards Coleridge's analysis of Macbeth as moral. In fact, the 
boundary line between the t\rci is very thin. As we see, here is 
an example of a moral aspect presented psychologically. 
Coleridge adopts a holistic approach in the sense that he does 
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not isolate character from the thematic and dramatic context of 
the play. He studies it with reference to other characters 
also. Coleridge himself says : "The general idea is all that 
can be required from the poet, not a scholastic logical 
consistency in all the parts so as to meet metaphysical 
objections" (Raysor, I, 68). 
Lady Macbeth, "like all in Shakespeare, is a class 
individualized". According to Coleridge, she was a woman of 
"visionary and day dreaming turns of mind", with her eyes fixed 
on her sole ambition. She wishes to see her husband on the 
throne. Her high ambition shows that she is incapable of 
distinguishing between fantasy and reality. Hers is the 
valiance of a day dreamer : 
She mistakes the courage of fantasy for the power 
of bearing the consequences of the realities of 
guilt. Hers is the mock fortitude of a mind deluded 
by ambition; she shames her husband with a 
superhuman audacity of fancy which she cannot 
support, but sinks in the season of remorse, and 
dies in suicidal agony. 
(Raysor, I, 72) 
The woman in her was dead, as she "evinces no womanly, no 
wifely joy at the return of her husband". Her sex, however, 
"occasionally betrays herself in the moment of dark and bloody 
imagination". Coleridge in his lectures does not agree with the 
common opinion of the critics that the passage in which she 
alludes to "plucking her nipple from the boneless gums of her 
infant" shows that she is "devoid of mercy and womanly 
feelings". "If she had regarded to this with the savage 
indifference", there would have been no force in her appeal but 
"her allusion to it and her purpose in this allusion" is to 
show that she considered" no tie so tender as that which 
connected her with her babe" (Raysor, II, 271). 
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Coleridge points out another instance where the most 
exquisite trait of her womanly nature was exhibited. It is in 
the "faltering of her resolution", while standing over Duncan 
in his slumbers : "Had he not resembled my father as he slept, 
I had done it" (Raysor, I, 27). 
It must be noted here that the eighteenth century critics 
4 2 
and theatrical presentations emphasized the utter monstrosity 
in Lady Macbeth's character. She was stigmatised as the 
"fiend-like queen" who is positive and conscious in her choice 
of evil. According to these critics, she denies the tenderness 
traditionally associated with her sex since she finds pleasure 
in traditionally masculine hardness. Coleridge contradicts this 
point of view. Like her husband, she is never meant to be 
a monster as Coleridge evokes a good deal of sympathy for her. 
She is so much a victim of her own fantasy as anyone else is. 
She is not aware of the means she is employing to achieve her 
temporal end. In this respect, she may be contrasted with 
Goneril and Reagan who are practical and are fully aware of 
their deeds and their consequences. Even her sleep-walking 
shows that while her voluntary actions and sentiments are all 
inhuman, "her involuntary nature rises against her habitual 
feeling springing out of the depraved passions, and in her 
sleep she shows herself to be a woman, while waking she is a 
monster. According to Coleridge's thesis "Shakespeare never 
creates truly odious and detestable characters". He always 
saves the "honour of human nature by mingling strokes of nature 
and humanity in his pictures" (Raysor, II, 217). Lady Macbeth 
too is not an incarnation of evil but a human being. Coleridge 
thus evokes some sympathy for Lady Macbeth., She is a truly 
tragic character. 
42 
Marvin RosenBerg, The Masks of "Macbeth" (London, 1978). 
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On the whole, our analysis of Coleridge's treatment of 
the two protagonists in Macbeth attempts to show that 
Coleridge's interest was not purely psychological. As 
elsewhere, Coleridge tries to unravel the moral and 
philosophical implications of Shakespeare's design in the play, 
and keeps the psychological analysis of character subservient 
to the larger pattern. 
Ill 
Coleridge's famous comment on lago "the motive hunting of 
motiveless malignity" is often quoted by critics and scholars 
to summarize Coleridge's views on lago, whose character, says 
Coleridge, Shakespeare executed "without disgust without 
scandal", thus with complete objectivity (Raysor, I, 49). The 
phrase, however, does not mean as it is often thought to mean, 
that a complete absence of all motives characterizes lago's 
actions. In fact, the phrase suggests a very close connection 
between Coleridge's philosophical and theoretical concerns and 
his practical analysis of Shakespearian characters. 
In lago, Coleridge says, "the pride of intellect without 
moral feeling is supposed to be the ruling impulse" (Raysor, 
II, 181). Unlike some neo-classical critics who tried to supply 
their ovr^n imaginative motives in place of lago's, Coleridge 
realized that there is something in lago's villainy which 
cannot be explained in words. Only two motives, "disappointed 
passions and envy", that Coleridge finds in lago, cannot 
account for the enormous malignity in his character. 
Coleridge's belief in the two motives is not incompatible with 
the belief that there is something more, deeply ingrained in 
him and this is, as Coleridge says, his "pride of intellect 
without moral feeling". This is supposed to be his ruling 
passion. lago reverses the order of things since "he places 
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intellect at the head". lago, as Coleridge says, "conscious of 
his superior intellect, which urged him to commit the most 
horrid crimes, gave scope to his envy, and hesitated not to 
ruin a gallant, open and generous friend in his moment of 
'felicity' because he was not promoted as he expected". Othello 
was superior in place, but lago thought him to be inferior in 
intellect, and unrestrained by conscience "trampled" upon him 
(Raysor, II, 287). 
lago is a character of complete moral depravity. He is 
one of those Shakespearian characters in whom : 
the intellectual powers were found in a prominent 
degree, while the moral faculties were vranting, at 
the same time that he taught the superiority of 
moral greatness. Such is the contrast exhibited in 
lago and Othello — lago's most marked feature is 
his delight in governing by fraud and superior 
understanding the noble-minded and generous Moor. 
(Raysor, II, 209) 
His attempt at disrupting the spiritual and moral roorings of 
Othello's consciousness implies an alienation of the self from 
the individual and society. The real motive is nowhere 
mentioned but throughout implied in Shakespeare's portrayal of 
lago's character. 
Thus, in lago is portrayed a person who is alienated from 
his own self, a person whose vain pride of intellect makes him 
fall in love with his own self. He, therefore, develops a 
contempt for those whom he considers intellectually inferior to 
himself. In his efforts to disrupt the protagonist's spiritual 
integrity and cohesiveness, he shows his strong tendency to 
make dupe of those who are not intellectually so advanced. This 
superior intelligence has destroyed not only Othello but, 
before him, also made Roderigo a prey. It was, in fact, 
Roderigo on whom lago "first exercises his art and in so doing 
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displays his own character". Roderigo, as Coleridge says, 
though "fitted and predisposed to be a dupe by his own 
passion", is a person who is not without "moral notions and 
sympathies with honours which his rank, connections had hung 
upon him". In lago, we find : 
the dread of contempt habit[ual] to those who 
encourage in themselves and have their keenest 
pleasure in the feeling and contempt for others. 
His high self opinion -- and how a wicked man 
employs his real feelings as well assumes those 
most alien from his own, as instruments of his 
purpose. 
(Raysor, I, 45) 
For him, there is nothing beyond self. Egotistical self-regard 
is the only reason through which reality can be apprehended. He 
relies on his o^ -m will but he possesses no real will. It was a 
reflection of his own inner chaos, a result of his pride in his 
falsified self. 
Coleridge's analysis of lago hints at "the dreadful habit 
of thinking of moral feeling and qualities only as prudential 
ends to means" (Raysor, I, 125). lago does not conceive the 
world as an organic, moral order. Self-regarding reason has 
brought about a petrification of imaginative sympathies in him. 
He thus denies his link with the human world and believes only 
in self-regarding reason. In lago we find the "coolness of a 
preconceiving experimentor". He considers this world as a 
labortory where he is experimenting on people without any 
involvement with them. His passionless character is described 
by Coleridge thus : 
lago's passionless character, all will in 
intellect; therefore a bold partisan here of a 
truth, but yet of a truth converted into falsehood 
by absence of all the modifications by the frail 
nature of man. 
(Raysor, I, 49) 
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It is interesting to recall here that Bradley in his 
Shakespearean Tragedy quotes Coleridge's phrase about lago's 
"motiveless malignity" with the suggestion that his great 
predecessor had failed to account for lago's villainy in proper 
43 psychological, human terms. Bradley rejects the Coleridgean 
view and then goes on to define lago's motives in terms of his 
inherent sense of superiority, or his vanity. Bradley never 
hints at the fact that such indeed had been Coleridge's own 
diagnosis. Perhaps, the striking phrase, "motive-hunting of a 
motiveless malignity" caught Bradley's eye and he chose to 
ignore Coleridge's oft-repeated view that in lago, as in 
Falstaff and Richard III, Shakespeare was dealing with the 
disastrous consequences of amoral intellectual pride. 
Modern criticism of lago tends to see him either as a 
descendant of the vice of the moralities or as the traditional 
stage devil. One of the recent critics, Bernard Spivack, who 
examined all the characteristics of medieval vice, tries to 
44 prove that lago too possesses similar qualities. According to 
him, lago's traditionally motiveless role beneath a mask of 
motiveless malignity shows that he resembles the Vice. In this 
way, "the difficulties encountered in the play, particularly 
the ambiguous nature of lago's motivation, are seen as the 
result of an attempt to 'translate' the popular but amoral, 
seducer of the Morality stage into realistic 
45 Elizabethan-Jacobean drama". 
43 
A.C. Bradley, op. cit., p. 209. 
44 
Bernard Spivack, Shakespeare and the Allegory of Evil (New 
York, 1958), quoted in Leach Scragg's article "lago - Vice 
or Devil" Shakespeare Survey, Vol. 21 (1968) p. 53. 
45 
Ibid., p. 53-4. 
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Stoll, in his Art and Artifice (1933), pointed out the 
ambiguity of lago's motives. The motives that he explains 
throughout the play are not sufficient for the enormous 
vallainy of his nature. Stoll concludes by saying that "he is a 
45 
son of Belial, he is a limb of Satan". 
47 Wilson Knight considers lago "as a kind of 
48 Mephistopheles. Leavis too reduced lago to "a necessary piece 
of dramatic mechanism designed to trigger off Othello's 
jealousy". According to Leach Scragg, it v/ould be equally 
arguable that it is to the stage Devil, not the Vice, that lago 
IS indebted. He thus does not agree with Spivack and says 
that "he would revert once more from the unnoticed seducer to 
the motivated antagonist, from the amoral to the immoral". 
However, lago cannot be reduced to such figures as the 
Vice or the Devil. Stoll diminishes the lago of Bradley by 
making him a piece of dramatic machinery as Leavis undermines 
the importance of lago by making Othello so easy a victim. Some 
other critics, Maud Bodkin, for example, have found in lago an 
archetypal meaning when they see in the devil "our tendency to 
represent in personal form the forces within and without us 
that threaten our supreme value. She fails to notice the 
psychological truth in his character i.e., "a powerfully 
46 
Stoll, Art and Artifice in Shakespeare (Cambridge, 1933), p.97. 
47 
G. Wilson Knight, "The Othello Music", The Wheel of Fire,op.cit, 
48 
F.R. Leavis, "Diabolic Intellect and the Noble Hero", The 
Common Pursuit (London, 1962), p. 138. 
49 
Leach Scragg, op. cit., pp. 63-4. 
Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (Oxford, 1934), 
p. 223. 
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imagined and impressively convincing tempter". As Ralph Berry 
points out (and this accords with Coleridge's own belief) : 
I do not believe that the mature Shakespeare, at 
the height of his powers, created a single 
personage who could not be accepted as an entirely 
credible human being.51 
Theatrical productions have also shown that a 
psychological naturalistic study of lago is better than a 
perfectly Satanic figure. Marvin Rosenberg confirms the point 
52 
when he says that lago played as Vice is seldom successful. 
Coleridge's remark in Othello : 
the motive hunting of motiveless malignity - how 
awful! In itself fiendish; while yet he was allowed 
to bear the divine image, too fiendish for his own 
steady view. 
(Raysor, I, 49) 
shows that he does not consider lago to be a devil. In his 
malice, he is "a being next to devil, only not quite the 
devil". He does not commit evil only because it is evil. lago 
does evil not out of knowledge but out of lack of knowledge, 
out of a limited vision of his intellectual faculties. He is 
therefore a human being and his actions too are to be judged 
psychologically and morally. He was "not a fellow with a 
countenance predistined for the gallows;... but by an 
accomplished and artful villain who was indefatigable in his 
exertions to poison the mind of a brave and swarthy Moor 
(Raysor, II, 277). In the total design of the play, he stands 
for a particular evil — rejection of all moral faculties. 
Ralph Bery, "Patterns in Othello", Shakespeare Quarterly, 
Vol. 22 (1972), no. 1, p.8. 
52 
Marvin Rosenberg, The Masks of "Othello" (Berkeley, 1961), pp. 
170-71. 
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However, he is not alone in his possession of this evil as 
Othello too demonstrates it in his distrust for Desdemona. Thus 
Coleridge's analysis of lago's character shows that Coleridge 
is capable of remarkable psychological subtlety v/hen 
psychological delineations border on moral perception. 
The neo-classical critics considered Othello implausible, 
not true to life. He was regarded as a character not adequately 
53 
motivated. Rymer and his friends bitterly criticized 
Shakespeare in his portrayal of Othello on this ground. 
Shakespeare was charged with the violation of the rule 
regarding decorum. The very fact that a European was shown as 
having fallen in love with a veritable negro was a breach of 
the common law with regard to decorum. Moreover, most of the 
eighteenth century critics found motivation in Othello to be 
rather weak. They thought that jealousy was the essential trait 
without which it was impossible to ascribe any reason for his 
actions. Dr. Johnson in his Notes refers to : 
... the fiery openness of Othello, magnanimous, 
artless, and credulous, boundless in his 
confidence, ardent in his affection, inflexible in 
his resolution and obdurate in his revenge....54 
Johnson's comments, however, are appreciative. The 
gradual progress which lago makes in the Moor's conviction and 
the means he employs to inflame him are so artfully natural 
that though "it will perhaps not be said of him as he says of 
himself, that he is a man not easily jealous yet we cannot but 
pity him when at last we find him perplexed in the extreme". 
53 
Vickers, op. cit., Vol. 11/ pp. 25-59. 
^^Ibid., Vol. V, pp. 165-66. 
Ibid. 
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It is strange that psychological critics like Richardson 
do not say anything about Othello. In 1775, Elizabeth 
Griffith, and in 1795, Wolstenholme Parr, too, emphasize 
jealousy as the most characteristic passion of Othello's 
character. According to Parr : 
...the complexion of Othello, that had placed him at 
such a distance from Desdemona's love, and with 
other considerations had so much increased his 
tenderness and gratitude for her passionate 
declarations in his favour, becomes afterwards a 
powerful weapon for the arm of jealousy^'^• 
Even the German Romantic critics like Schlegel could 
understand Othello only after "presuming in him a 
c p 
predisposition to jealousy, a jealous habit". 
Coleridge's analysis of Othello "overturns" the accepted 
opinion when he finds that there is sufficient motive for 
Othello's actions and his actions are perfectly convincing. His 
view of Othello, as Raysor says, is based on the "paradox that 
59 he is not a jealous character". Coleridge poses a question 
regarding Othello's character : How did Shakespeare originally 
conceive Othello? Was he a Negro or a Moor? Coleridge ridiculed 
the idea of making Othello a Negro for we cannot suppose 
Shakespeare "so utterly ignorant as to make a barbarous Negro 
plead royal birth" (Raysor, I, 46). Shakespeare learned the 
spirit of the character from Spanish poetry which was prevalent 
in England in his time. Negroes, during that time, vrere 
considered to be slaves while Moors were a part of the proud 
class of warriors. Othello too was a "gallant moor, of royal 
^^Vickers, op. cit., Vol. VI, p. 136-48. 
'^'ibid. , Vol. VI, p. 619. 
5 R 
Raysor, "Introduction", op. cit.. Vol. I, p. Ivii 
Ibid., p. Iviii. 
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blood, combining a high sense of Spanish and Italian feelings" 
(Raysor, II, 350; II, 276). 
Coleridge's analysis of Othello's character is remarkable 
for its psychological subtlety which, according to Raysor, 
ranks as one of his best achievements in psychological 
analysis. While comparing Othello's character with that of 
Leontes, Coleridge says that jealousy is not the passion by 
which Othello can be characterized. According to Coleridge, 
"Shakespeare's description of this passion is mainly 
philosophical" (Raysor, I, 122) and the symptoms which 
characterize a jealous person do not find any place in 
Othello's heart. "The jealous mind that once indulges this 
passion has a predisposition, a vicious weakness, by which it 
kindles a fire from every spark, and from circumstances the 
most innocent and indifferent finds fuel to feed the flame" 
(Raysor, II, 276). Othello does not possess this predisposition 
to suspicion. The five symptoms which can easily be traced in 
Leontes in The Winter's Tale or in any jealous person, but 
cannot be found in Othello, are (Raysor, I, 122-3) : 
1. excitability by the most inadequate causes; 
2. grossness of conception, and a disposition tO" degrade the 
object of it. "Sensual fancies and images"; 
3. shame of his own feelings exhibited in moodiness and 
soliloquy; 
4. "And yet from the violence of the passion, forced to 
utter itself, and therefore catching occasions to ease 
the mind by ambiguities, equivoques, talking to those who 
cannot and who are not known not to be able to understand 
what is said -- a soliloquy in the mask of a dialogue";and 
5. lastly, the sense of vulgar ridicule, as distinct from 
high sense of honour. 
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According to Coleridge, Othello does not possess these 
qualities because Shakespeare idealises the character of the 
Moor, whom he presents as a "Noble Moor". 
Coleridge quotes examples to point out the good nature of 
Othello. He was "noble, generous, open-hearted, unsuspicious 
and unsuspecting" (Raysor, II, 276). His "self-government, 
generosity and open-heartedness", all are revealed in the play. 
Othello's trusting nature, which can be contrasted with 
Leontes' behaviour to his true friend Camillio, is displayed in 
his speech to the Duke (I, iii, 283-5), where he expresses his 
belief in lago's "honesty and trust" (Raysor, I, 124). His 
absolute trust in lago which he reveals often in his speech 
with other characters shows that Othello is not a jealous 
character. It was accordig to his wish that lago was given the 
charge of bringing Desdemona to Cyprus. Coleridge's comment, 
"Is this jealousy", on the dialogue between Othello and 
Desdemona shows that, according to Coleridge, jealousy is not 
the dominant trait of Othello's character (Raysor, I, 52-3). 
Even when Othello becomes suspicious, the very sight of 
Desdemona drives away Othello's suspicion. This ideal 
relationship is described by Shakespeare in Act III, scene iii, 
11 282-83 (Raysor, I, 53). "It is", as Coleridge says, "by the 
best moral feelings that Desdemona attached herself to Othello 
and Othello to Desdemona" (Raysor, I, 124). 
Then why did Othello kill his beloved wife? To understand 
the "essence" of Shakespeare's protagonist, "we nust 
perseveringly place ourselves in his situation and under his 
circumstances" (Raysor, II, 125). Then only we will realize the 
"solemn agony of the noble Moor" which is "fundamentally" 
different from the "wretched wishing jealousies" of Leontes and 
"morbid suspiciousness" of Leonatus. Because Othello's 
character is deliberately ennobled by Shakespeare and because 
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his love with Desdemona is almost idealized, it was not the 
revenge of a jealous man but "the agony of a noble soul" who 
was deceived into believing his "superhuman lady-love 
destroyed". 
Othello has no life but in Desdemona, but his belief that 
his "angel had fallen from the heaven of her native innocence, 
wrought a civil war in his heart". Coleridge says : 
Jealousy does not strike me at the point in his 
passion; I take it to be rather an agony that the 
creature, whom he had believed angelic, with whom 
he had garnered up his heart and whom he could not 
help still loving, should be proved impure and 
worthless.... It was a moral indignation and regret 
that virtue should so fall : 'But yet the pity of 
it, lago! 0 lago! the pity of it, lago!' 
(Raysor, II, 350) 
Moreover, since his honour was concerned, "lago would not have 
succeeded but by hinting that his honour was compromised". 
His conduct here was different from that of the jealous 
Leontes in The Winter's Tale whose jealousy proceeds from an 
evident trifle, and something like hatred was mingled with it. 
Nor does Othello's reaction resemble that of Leonatus in 
Cymbeline who accepts the wager and exposes his wife to the 
trial. Their actions denote "a jealous temper already formed". 
In Othello, the knowledge of Desdemona's infidelity came to 
Othello not by any one else but by a person whom every person 
including Othello considered honest. Moreover, lago's subtle 
suggestions were quite new to him, and they did not correspond 
with anything of a like nature within himself. He does not get 
excited by the insignificant or trivial causes. It needed the 
tricks and insinuations not by "a fellow with a countenance 
predestined for the gallows" but by an "accomplished and artful 
villain" (Raysor, II, 276). 
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Coleridge's interpretation of Othello provided a clue to 
Bradley who too does not consider jealousy as his important 
characteristic. Othello's fall, as Bradley sees it, is 
brought about through his own noble qualities. His virtues are 
the very means of his ruin : "his trust, where he trusts is 
absolute", and an unsuspecting nature prevents him from 
realizing the evil and malignity of lago's heart. In this 
sense, Coleridge conceived of Othello as a heroic figure, a 
conception first presented by Dr. Johnson and one that reached 
its culmination in Bradley. 
This view is, however, criticized by some influential 
twentieth-century critics. T.S. Eliot in 1927 opposed this 
view of Othello. Stoll, too, dismissed the interpretations of 
Coleridge and Bradley, and insisted that it was useless to find 
out any key to Othello's character. No reasonable psychological 
interpretation or a just motive can be assigned to his acts. 
Orhello's character cannot be analysed in terms of human 
psychology. The hero's transition from one state to another is 
psychologically impossible and "owing to the convention, not 
infrequent in tragedy and comedy, as in myth and legend, of 
believing at the critical moment the detrimental thing thaz is 
cunningly told". The tragedy does not occur because of any 
genuine human predicament. In real life, no person would so 
easily believe a person like lago. Stoll believed -hat 
Shakespeare was interested in exiciting incidents and thrilling 
spectacles. A convincing imitation of real life was not his 
aim. Neither his characters nor their actions are true to life 
since he was more concerned with the psychology of the audience 
than that of his characters. 
Bradley, op. cit., pp. 191-2. 
T.S. Eliot, "Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Senecca", 
Selected Essays, op. cit., pp. 126-40. 
Stoll, Art and Artifice in Shakespeare, op. cit., p. 6. 
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Stoll's substitution of theatrical effects in place of 
the subtle psychology of the protagonist, however, is as 
misleading as Leavis's Othello who is so easy a victim of 
ft ^ 
lago's conspiracy. In place of Coleridge's (and Bradley's) 
Othello, Leavis gives us one who is not blameless. He does not 
accept the picture of Othello as a noble and trusting hero 
driven to commit the murder of his wife by the insinuations of 
lago. There is a vein of 'obtuse and brutal egotism' and a 
'ferocious stupidity' in him. His tendency to self-deception, 
his lack of self-knowledge, his self-centeredness, his 
promptness to jealousy -- all these make him an easy victim of 
lago. What we should see in lago's prompt success is not so 
much "lago's diabolic intellect as Othello's readiness to 
respond . 
Though Leavis too makes Othello psychologically coherent 
and credible, yet he adopts a wrong hypothesis. Coleridge is to 
some extent right when he says that Othello is not a jealous 
character. It is true since jealousy is simply a consequence of 
all the causes represented in the play. The theme of Othello, 
as Coleridge points out, is the danger of placing intellectual 
faculties above the moral ones. lago in this sense represents 
the position of an intellectual villain who destroys the moral 
foundations of the protagonist's psychic edifice. The contrast 
between the two characters thus brings out the contrast between 
two opposite world-views. However, lago is not the only person 
who can be blamed for this. If he represents the intellecrual 
position of a rationalistic villain, Othello shows the process 
how the intellectual faculties gradually overpower the moral 
ones. As soon as he fails to listen to his conscience, he falls 
F.R. Leavis, "Diabolic Intellect and the Noble Hero", op, 
cit., p. 140. 
64 
Ibid., p. 140. 
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a prey to the superior intellect of lago. Thus, according to 
Coleridge, Shakespeare shows how Othello moves towards 
achieving the intellectual position of lago, till ultimately he 
succumbs to his baser passions. It may be argued here that, as 
Coleridge claims, jealousy is not the prominent characteristic 
of Othello's temperament but this does not mean that Othello 
does not display jealousy as the play unfolds. However, as 
Coleridge himself makes it clear, jealousy is not a vice of his 
mind, a culpable tendency as can be found in Leontes. Coleridge 
seems to suggest that it proceeds from his absolute trust in 
Desdemona. 
Coleridge's comments on the last speech of Othello (V, 
ii, 349-51) show that this is the language of his falsified 
self when he deludes himself into vain excuses : 
Othello wishes to excuse himself on the score of 
ignorance, and yet not to excuse himself - to 
excuse himself by accusing. This struggle of 
feeling is finely conveyed in the word "base", 
which is applied to the rude Indian not in his own 
character, but as the momentary representative of 
Othello. 
(Raysor, I, 54) 
It is to be noted that T.S. Eliot in his "Shakespeare and 
the Stoicism of Senecca" too finds a false rhetoric in Othello 
speech. Othello is deluding himself, since it is the language 
of "the human will to see things as they are not". It is, Eliot 
says, "the terrible exposure of a human weakness — of a 
universal human weakness". Coleridge too arrives at the same 
conclusion though by a different process. 
Elioner S. Shaffer,"lago's Malignity Motivated : Coleridge's 
Unpublished 'Opus Magnum'", Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 19 
(1968), pp.195-203. 
T.S. Eliot, "Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Senecca", 
Selected Essays, op. cit., p. 130. 
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We may conclude by briefly suggesting here that 
Coleridge's concern with the motivation of the two rr^ ain 
characters in the play -- lago's malignity and Othello's 
jealousy -- transcends psychology the moment we realize that at 
the back of Coleridge's mind is his perception of the play's 
thematic pattern. Shakespeare, it is implied, does not refer 
the spectator to life outside the theatre, to real men and 
women. The fictional characters have their being within the 
design of the play, and the design is determined by rhe 
philosophical insight Shakespeare wished to mediate. 
IV 
Coleridge begins his analysis of Lear's character by 
stating the moral implications of Lear's demand from lis 
daughters. This demand originates in the "selfishness of [t-e] 
loving and kindly nature" of Lear. The triple division of che 
kingdom "as the relative rewards of which the daughters were 
made to consider their several portions" is not without its 
"due significance, not without its due forethought". It helps us 
to see in Lear : 
. . . the strange yet by no means unnatural mixture of 
selfishness, sensibility, and habit of feeling 
derived from and fostered by the particular rank 
and usages of the individual; the intense desire to 
be intensely beloved, selfish and yet 
characteristic of the selfishness of a loving and 
kindly nature. 
(Raysor, I, 55) 
In Lear we find "a feeble selfishness, self-supportless and 
leaning for all pleasure on another's breast". Lear's anxiery, 
his distrust and jealousy all originate in Lear's wish to enjoy 
his daughters' "professions of love". 
Throughout his life Lear has developed the habit of 
getting his commands obeyed instantly. His "invetrate habits of 
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sovereignty convert the wish into claim and positive right, and 
the incompliance with it into crime and treason" (Raysor, I, 
55). This also brings out another characteristic defect in 
Lear's personality/ as Coleridge points out, "Lear's moral 
incapability of resigning the sovereign power in the very 
moment of disposing it" (Raysor, I, 61). Though he has 
transferred his powers yet he is unwilling to do so 
practically. Kent's punishment clearly shows this inherent 
contradiction in Lear's nature. His "trial" of love is but a 
"trick" and the grossness of the old king's rage is in part the 
"natural result of a silly trick suddenly and most unexpectedly 
baffled and disappointed" (Raysor, I, 55). Cordelia's negative 
reply provokes the vanity of his pride. Coleridge sums up the 
psychological complexities involved in the whole process of 
Lear-Cordelia relationship. Lear's whimsicality is a natural 
result of his age and the position he enjoys : 
Old age, like infancy, is itself a character. In 
Lear the natural imperfections [are] increased by 
life-long habit of being promptly obeyed. Any 
aiddition of individuality [would be] unnecessary 
and painful. The relations of others to him, of 
wondrous fidelity and frightful ingratitude, 
sufficiently distinguish him. Thus he is open and 
ample playroom of nature's passion. 
(Raysor, I, 62) 
In Cordelia's blunt reply, "Nothing", Coleridge notices 
the "pride and sullenness" which is caused by her disgust at 
the ruthless hypocrisy of her sisters. Coleridge thus tries to 
resolve a very controversial problem whether Cordelia is an 
embodiment of virtue or she can be held responsible for her 
father's tragedy. Coleridge seems to suggest that Cordelia's 
responsibility cannot be denied (Raysor, I, 61). Coleridge has 
psychologised Cordelia in order to drive attention away from 
the improbability in the following scenes. "It was contrived to 
lessen the glaring absurdity of Lear" in his unwillingness to 
resign the physical power. 
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Coleridge's analysis of different characters serves to 
highlight and intensify the basic issues involved in the play. 
His comments on the "difference and diversity" in the 
characters of Cornwall and Albany (Raysor, I, 56), Kent's 
goodness and Steward's baseness and on other figures show the 
psychological depth of his mind. 
After describing Lear, the persona patiens of the drama, 
Coleridge goes on to describe the person second in importance 
-- "the main agent and prime mover" of the drama -- Edmund. 
Edmund, Coleridge says, has been portrayed by Shakespeare "with 
the same felicity of judgement", and in the same easy and 
natural way as he describes Lear and prepares us for the 
"casual communication" of "origin and occasion" of Edmund's 
malignity (Raysor, I, 5 6). From the very beginning of the play 
he has stood before us in "the united strength and the beauty 
of earliest manhood". He was not only gifted with the "high 
advantage of person" but was "endowed by nature with a powerful 
intellect and a strong energetic will". "Pride" was the natural 
consequence of these qualities combined with the fact that he 
was the "known and acknowledged" son of the "princely" Gloster 
Edmund, therefore, has both the germ of pride and 
the conditions best fitted to evolve and ripen it 
into a predominant feeling. Yet hitherto no reason 
appears why it should be other than the usual pride 
of person, talent and birth, a pride auxiliary if 
not akin to many virtues and the natural ally of 
honourable [impulses]. 
(Raysor, I, 56) 
In spite of these qualities, certain causes worked to 
force him to adopt a course of evil. Coleridge analyses each 
one of these causes when he gives a justification of his 
villainy. Coleridge regards Edmund's "illegitimacy" as an 
important factor. In his own presence, his father "takes shame 
on himself" for the frank acknowledgement of Edmund's being his 
son. The aggravation of "the stain of bastardy" was too heavy 
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for him. Coleridge emphasizes his sense of shame and 
humiliation v/hen he hears his ovm father talking about his 
mother and the circumstances of his birth "with a most 
degrading and licentious levity", with an "excusing shrug of 
the shoulder", and in a tone "betwixt waggery and shame" 
(Raysor, I, 58). His lust for pov/er has thus a psychological 
origin as this lies in his sense of inferiority, "the 
consciousness of its notoriety" that everybody knows his 
illegitimacy. This has also been the spring motive of his 
hatred of his brother Edgar whose "stainless birth and the 
lawful honours were the constant remembrances of his 
debasement" (Raysor, I, 57) . Consequent to all these feelings : 
the corrosive virus which inoculates pride with a 
venom not its own, with envy, hatred, a lust of 
that power which in its blaze of radiance would 
hide the dark spots on his disk, [with] pangs of 
shame personally undeserved and, therefore, felt as 
wrongs, and a blind ferment of vindictive workings 
towards the occasions and causes. 
(Raysor, I, 57) 
Coleridge says that his sense of shame could have been 
lessened from "co-domestication with Edgar and their ccnmon 
father" but that has been cut off by an absence from home and a 
foreign education from boyhood to the present time, and the 
"product of its continuance, as if to preclude all risks of his 
interference with his father's views for the elder and 
legitimate son" (Raysor, I, 59). 
Thus, Edmund is analysed by Coleridge as having 
sufficient motives for his baseness. While analysing these 
motives, Coleridge points out the cause of evil in Edmund. 
"Thou unpossessing bastard" is the "secret poison" of Edmund's 
heart. Edmund does not commit cr,imes just for the sake of 
deriving pleasure or satisfying his lust for power but he has 
his own causes and his conduct therefore can be justified. 
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This accords with Coleridge's own theory that Shakespeare does 
not create utter monsters. Shakespeare, as Coleridge says, 
seeks "to prevent the guilt from passing into monstrosity which 
depends on the presence or absence of causes and temptations 
sufficient to account for the wickedness, without the necessity 
of recurring to a thorough fiendishness of nature for its 
origination" : 
For such are the appointed relations of 
intellectual power to truth, and of truth to 
goodness, that it becomes both morally and 
poetic[ally] unsafe to present what is admirable --
what our nature compels us to admire — in the 
mind, and what is most detestable in the heart, as 
co-existing in the same individual without any 
apparent connection, or any modification of the one 
by the other. 
(Raysor, I, 58) 
It is only in lago that he has approached this and there he has 
done it successfully. That is perhaps the "most astonishing 
proof of his genius and the opulence of its resources". 
Coleridge's explanation of evil in Edmund thus has a 
moral bearing. Moreover, the very fact that explanation of evil 
is possible gives it moral undertones. Edmund is despised and 
scorned by everyone including his father. His sense of shame 
"sharpens a predisposition in his heart for evil. For it is a 
profound moral, that shame will naturally generate guilt; the 
oppresed will be vindictive, like Shylock, and in anguish of 
undeserved ignominy the delusion secretly springs up, of 
getting over the moral quality of an action by fixing the mind 
on the mere physical act alone" (Raysor, I, 62). Coleridge 
thinks that Shakespeare was determined to prevent evil in 
Edmund from passing into utter monstrosity. He was obliged to 
do so because of the presence in the play of Goneril and Reagan 
in whom Coleridge says, "wickedness is shown in an outrageous 
form". They are : 
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... in perfect sympathy of monstrosity. Not a 
sentiment, not an image that can give pleasures on 
its own account [is] admitted. Pure horror when 
they are introduced, and [they are] brought forward 
as little as possible. 
(Raysor, I, 63) 
Thus Reagan and Goneril are the only pictures of the 
unnatural in Shakespeare. Shakespeare has left "their 
hideousness unsoftened or diversified by a single line of 
goodness or common human frality" whereas in Edmund : 
... for whom passion, the sense of shame as a 
bastard, and ambition, offer some plausible 
excuses, Shakespeare has placed many redeeming 
traits. Edmund is what, under certain 
circumstances, any man of powerful intellect might 
be, if some other qualities and feelings were cut 
off. 
(Raysor, II, 354) 
Alfred Harbage criticizes Coleridge's justification of 
Edmund's villainy on the ground that : 
Edmund had to be supplied with palliating motives. 
Yet elsewhere he [Coleridge] deplores 'motive-
mongering', thus suggesting the term 'character-
mongering' to those whose aesthetic contemplations 
are disturbed in our times, by the suggestion that 
Lady Macbeth must have had children.67 
According to Harbage, Coleridge's romantic vision of the 
non-existence of absolute evil and his "idea of a bastard as 
evil per se, a lacuna in 'genial nature', make him justify 
Edmund's action s . 
Alfred Harbage, "Introduction", op. cit., p. 27. 
r o 
Sylvan Barnet in his article "Coleridge on Shakespeare's 
Villains" adopts the same view point as that of Harbage. 
Taking T.E. Hulme's definition of a Romantic as one who does 
not believe in the fall of man. Sylvan Barnet says that 
Coleridge's conception of man was essentially romantic. 
contd. 
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Coleridge's justification of Edmund's motivated evil must 
also be seen as a part of his insistence on the idea of 
totality of a work of art. Evil in Edmund is psychologised so 
as to place in a dramatic context i.e., to present a contrast 
with the "motiveless malignity" of Goneril and Reagan. Thus, 
Edmund's motives mitigate the severity of the horror of the 
crime of Goneril and Reagan. 
Coleridge presents a contrast in different characters in 
order to make the meaning of the play more clear. Kent is the 
nearest to perfect goodness of all Shakespeare's characters. He 
is, however, not a symbolic morality figure who stands for 
goodness. As Coleridge says, "he is most individualized" and he 
serves to mitigate the folly of Lear and thus arouses the 
spectator's pity and sympathy for him. "His passionate 
affection and fidelity to Lear acts on our feelings in Lear's 
own favour; virtue itself seems to be in company with him" 
(Raysor, I, 61) . The punishment of Kent by Lear highlights the 
basic pattern of the play i.e., that Lear could not resign 
sovereign power even after he disposes it off physically. 
As a contrast to Kent is the steward, the "only character 
of utter unredeemable baseness in Shakespeare" (Raysor, I, 62). 
Even here the judgement and inventiveness of the dramatist is 
reflected as he provides "a willing tool" to Goneril. 
Romanticism with its organic view of nature, with its concept 
of a continually evolving world, and most important with its 
principles of reconciliation of opposites, is incompatible 
with the tragic view. For Coleridge, too, opposites meet, 
good and evil are ultimately reconciled partly because evil 
is necessary for the existence of good. Thus tragedy ceases 
to exist. Shakespeare Quarterly, 7 (1956), no.3, p.10. 
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The fool is another important character in King Lear. 
Here is^unlike all the other fools of Shakespeare, one of "the 
profoundest and most astonishing" of his characters. The most 
genuine and real of Shakespeare's fools is in Lear. Shakespeare 
does not introduce a clown or fool just for the sake of 
exciting the laughter of his audiences. "The fool is no comic 
buffoon to make the groundings laugh, no forced condescension 
of Shakespeare's genius to the tastes of his audience" (Raysor, 
I, 63; II, 74) Shakespeare had a loftier and a better purpose. 
With his skill and felicity of treatment Shakespeare here 
brings the fool into "living connection with the pathos of the 
play, with the suffering". Shakespeare uses the Fool "with 
terrible effects, aggravating the misery and agony of some of 
his most distressing scenes" (Raysor, II, 73). The contrast of 
the Fool wonderfully heightens the colouring of some of the 
most painful situations, "where the old monarch in the depth 
and fury of his despair, complains to the warring elements of 
the ingratitude of his daughters (III, iii) and the Fool 
interposes, to heighten and inflame the passion of the scene" : 
Lear wandering amid the tempest, had all his 
feelings of distress increased by the over-flowing 
of the wild wit of the Fool, as vinegar poured upon 
wounds exacerbate[s] their pain; thus even his 
comic humour tends to the development of tragic 
passion. 
(Raysor, II, 266) 
The comment of the Fool on the folly of Lear increases 
our sense of his suffering. Thus the constant reactions of a 
comic character on the tragic one serves to heighten and 
intensify the tragic effect of the play. The Fool in this sense 
also performs the function of the chorus as in ancient drama. 
He supplies the place of some disinterested person, since his 
impartial and unbiased comments on the characters and their 
actions serve as interesting commentary on the play (Raysor, 
II, 218). 
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Coleridge's brief, though perceptive, comments on the 
Fool highlight the radical transformation of poetic and 
dramatic theory in the early years of the nineteenth century. 
The neo-classical ideal had excluded from the purview of 
dramatic art the possibilities of the interiorisation and 
amplification of pathos through its paradoxical fusion v/ith 
sardonic humour. Shakespeare and his contemporaries had worked 
into the fabric of dramatic art the Renaissance philosophical 
tradition, going back to Erasmus, of the praise of folly. It is 
this transvaluation which gave to the continuance of the 
medieval stage figures of the Vice and the Devil in Elizabethan 
drama a strange richness and complexity. The Fool in Kind Lear 
is the apotheosis of this medley. The neo-classical age could 
not, however, appreciate the presence of the comic in any form 
in the tragic genre. Tate, therefore, in his adaptation 
excluded the Fool from the play, and he remained excluded for 
more than a century and a quarter. It is to the credit of 
Coleridge that he fully appreciated the role and function of 
the Fool, and it is with him that the modern critical tradition 
really begins. 
According to Raysor, Lear offers no good opportunity for 
a psychological critic like Coleridge who is in search of some 
problem. Raysor quotes Coleridge's comment of 1819 : "the Lear 
of Shakespeare is not a good subject for a whole lecture in my 
style" (Raysor, II, 327). Though Raysor does not forget to 
mention the profound analysis of Edmund's character and of 
Lear's motives for the division of the kingdom, yet he says 
that a psychological critic would personally prefer the other 
three great tragedies for his lectures. He further adds that 
almost any critic whether psychological in his interests or 
not, might feel his inadequacy before the sheer magnitude and 
terrific power of Lear for these are the qualities that do not 
lend themselves to analysis 
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The real reason for Coleridge's unconscious reluctance to 
undertake a philosophical probing of King Lear might be of an 
ideological nature. Coleridge's romantic and organicist view of 
nature, his preoccupation with Christian ethics, his faith in 
human perfectibility and his insistence on the reconciliation 
of contraries in life and nature, all these precluded his full 
involvement in the disturbing metaphysics embedded in the 
ending of King Lear. It would not be a wild speculation to say 
that though sensitive to much in Shakespeare, the age of 
Romanticism with its millennial and ameliorative vision of man 
was yet unappreciative of the sceptical strain in Renaissance 
literature. 
V 
According to Coleridge, Shakespeare never takes pains to 
make his characters win their audience's esteem, but leaves it 
to the general command of passion, and to poetic justice. "It 
is most beautiful to observe in Romeo and Juliet that the 
characters principally engaged in the incidents are preserved 
innocent from all that could lower them in our opinion while 
the rest of the personages, deserving little interest in 
themselves, derive it from being instrumental in those 
situations in which the more important personages develop their 
thoughts and passions" (Raysor, II, 130). 
In Romeo and Juliet, according to Coleridge, the purpose 
of the dramatist is to depict his philosophy of love, of 
transcendent love. This theme is worked out in the character of 
Raysor, "Introduction", Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism 
(London, 1930), p. Iviii. 
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the protagonist. As we have already seen in our chapter on the 
play, Coleridge justifies Romeo's transition from Rosaline to 
Juliet philosophically. According to him, Shakespeare has 
described the passion of love in various states. The play does 
not open with Romeo and Juliet in love at first sight. He was 
to develop the whole passion. It was Romeo's sense of 
imperfection and his yearning to combine his ov/n self with that 
of the other lovely half. "Romeo became enamoured of the idea 
he had formed in his own mind and then, as it were, christened 
the first real being of the contrary sex as endowed \/ith the 
perfections he desired" (Raysor, II, 144). He appears to be in 
love with Rosaline but in truth, he is in love only with his 
own idea of love. "He felt the necessity of being beloved which 
no noble mind can be without. Then he saw Juliet and it was not 
only violent but permanent love. Love In Romeo in thus borne 
out of a sense of his own imperfect nature and of the desire to 
lend his help in completing the moral nature of another person. 
Romeo's infatuation for Rosaline is actually the expression of 
his need for love. It arises out of his o\-m need for loving 
rather than out of the qualities of the beloved. Thus it was 
not just infatuation. However, love which begins in infatuation 
fully realizes itself in Juliet. In her, Romeo finds the 
creatrue of his search : 
...[Shakespeare] shown us that he had loo^ '-
ed at Rosaline with a different feeling 
from that with which he had looked at 
Juliet. Rosaline was the object to which his full 
heart had attached itself in the first instance; 
our imperfect nature, in proportion as our ideas 
are vivid, seeks after something in which those 
ideas may be realized. 
(Raysor, II, 157) 
Coleridge thus tries to show that Romeo's change does 
not show him up as shallow or as a "weather cock" blo\'m round 
by every woman's breath. In him, Shakespeare, the poet and the 
philosopher, combines "truth with beauty and beauty v?ith truth" 
(Raysor, II, 156). Romeo's substitution of Juliet for Rosaline 
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has a philosophical basis since love in Romeo is a result of 
the sense of his own imperfect nature. Keeping in mind the fact 
that Romeo is not a character of supreme psychological 
interest, Coleridge says that it could not be expected that the 
poet should "introduce such a character as Hamlet into every 
play", but even in those personages which are subordinate to "a 
hero so eminently philosophical", the passion is at least 
rendered intructive and induces "the reader to look with a 
keener eye, and a finer judgement into human nature" (Raysor, 
II, 131). 
Shakespeare has, according to Coleridge, this advantage 
over all other dramatists that he has availed himself of all 
the minutiae of the human heart. He thus shows what we should 
not otherwise have seen : 
...just as after looking at distant objects 
through a telescope, when we behold them 
subsequently with naked eye, we see them with 
greater distinctness, and in more detail, than we 
should otherwise have done. 
(Raysor, II, 132) 
Coleridge says that we have been told that Shakespeare's 
characters are the mere fruit of his observation or as persons 
in real life but a look at the characters in Romeo and Juliet 
will refute this view. As an example we can take the character 
of the Nurse. All the qualities and peculiarities that can 
possibly belong to any nurse and may be "conjured up" by a man 
can be found preserved in this creation. In this picture of the 
old Nurse, nothing is omitted. This would not have been 
possible, had Shakespeare depicted his characters on the basis 
of his observation only. For even the closest observation of 
manners of one or two nurses would not have enabled Shakespeare 
to draw this character of "admirable generalisation". The 
character thus has not only psychological but philosophical 
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existence as well which found its shape in the mind of its 
creator : 
The great prerogative of genius (and Shakespeare 
felt and availed himself of it) is now to sv/ell 
itself to the dignity of a god, and now to subdue 
and keep dormant some part of that lofty nature, 
and to descend even to the lowest character -- to 
become everything, in fact, but the vicious. 
(Raysor, II, 133) 
In the nurse we have "all the garrulity of old age and 
all its fondness". It is a commonly accepted fact that in old 
age, as in infancy, the individual in nature is a 
representative "Like Larch trees, in describing one you 
generalize a grove". 
The peculiarities of her nature can truly be found in an 
uncultivated mind. Romeo, at one time was the most delightful 
and excellent young man for her and she too was willing to 
assist him, but very soon her disposition turns in favour of 
Paris and for him too she begins to profess the same affection. 
Her mode of connecting by accidents of time and place, and her 
child-like fondness for repetition, all these are 
characteristic of a vulgar mind against the cultivated and 
educated which correlate them by the cause and effect. She 
recalls the past v\7holly by coincident images, or facts which 
happened at the same time. Coleridge quotes the whole paragraph 
(Act I, Sc. ii) to exemplify this (Raysor, II, 134-5). The 
visual impressions made on her mind are true to her character. 
"More is here brought into one portrait than could have been 
ascertained by one man's mere observation, and without the 
introduction of a single incongruous point" (II, 135). 
The garrulity of old age is further strengthened by 
possessiveness and prerogative of a long trusted servant, "whose 
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sympathy with the mother's affections gives her privilege and 
rank in the house". Thus the nurse's great affection for Juliet 
is responsible for her privileged position in the household. 
She is not just a servant but a kind of mother figure. Thus in 
her are combined the arrogance of ignorance, with the pride 
of manners at being connected with a great family : 
[We] have the grossness, too, which that situation 
never removes, though it sometimes suspends it; and 
arising from that grossness, the little low vices 
attendant upon it, which, indeed, in such mind are 
scarcely vices. 
(Raysor, II, 134) 
Coleridge emphasizes the point that in all the plays of 
Shakespeare "especially in those of the highest order" the 
personages were drawn "rather from meditation than from 
observation, or to speak more correctly, more from observation 
the child of meditation". Shakespeare's observations are not 
those of a man who goes to the world, v/ith a pocket book in his 
hand, carefully noting dovm everything he comes across. "By 
practice he acquires considerable facility in representing what 
he has observed, himself frequently unconscious of its v/orth". 
Contrary to this, Shakespeare's observations are of a mind who 
. . .having formed a theory and a system upon its OVVTI 
nature, remarks all things that are examples of its 
truth, confirming it in that truth, and, above all, 
enabling it to convey the truths of philosophy,as 
mere effects derived from, what we may call, the 
outward watchings of life. 
(Raysor, II, 132) 
Hence it is that Shakespeare's favourite characters are 
full of such lively intellect. Mercutio, in this sense, is one 
of truly Shakespearian characters. He is a man possessing all 
the elements of a poet, "the whole world was, as it were, 
subject to his law of association". Whenever he wishes to 
impress anything, all things become his servants for the 
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purpose, "all things tell the same tale, and sound in unison". 
In him were combined all the manners and feelings of a perfect 
gentleman : 
0 how shall I describe that exquisite ebullience 
and overflow of youthful life, wafted on over the 
laughing wavelets of pleasure and prosperity, 
waves of the sea like a wanton beauty that 
distorted a face on which she saw her lover 
grazing enraptured, had wrinkled her surface in 
triumph of its smoothness. Wit ever wakeful, fancy 
busy and procreative, courage, an easy mind that, 
without cares of its own, was at once disposed to 
laugh away those of others and yet be interested 
in them, -- these and all congenial qualities, 
melting into the common copula of all, the man of 
quality, and the gentleman, v/ith all its 
excellencies and all its faults. 
(Raysor, I, 8) 
VJit is so habitual to him that even at the time of his death he 
indulges in it. 
This picture of Mercutio, a perfect gentleman wirh 
extraordinary powers of intellect reminds us of Coleridge's 
analysis of other characters like Biron in Love's Labour's 
Lost and Benedict in Much Ado about Nothing Coleridge does not 
at all say that this character is autobiographical since he 
repeatedly stresses the fact that Shakespearian characters are 
more products of meditation than observation, and also because 
he appreciates the element of intellectual keenness and 
gentlemanliness in Shakespeare himself. We may venture into 
saying that probably there is at the back of Coleridge's mind 
the desire to identify this character with elements in 
Shakespeare's own personality, an unconscious desire on 
Coleridge's part of identify his characters with the creator. 
Coleridge does not accept Dr. Johnson's verdict that 
Shakespeare having carried the part of Mercutio as far as he 
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could, till his genius was exhausted, had killed him in the 
third act to get him out of the way. According to Coleridge, 
Mercutio's death is a dramatic necessity, since it rouses a 
Romeo into action. "Upon the death of Mercutio the v/hole 
tragedy depends; it is produced by it". The scene in which it 
occurs serves to show "how indifference to any subject but one, 
and aversion to activity on the part of Romeo, may be overcome 
and roused to the most resolute and determined conduct". Had 
not Mercutio been rendered so amiable and so interesting, we 
could not have felt so strongly the necessity for Romeo's 
intereference, connecting it immediately, and passionately, 
v/ith the future fortunes of the lover and his mistress : 
By his loss it was contrived that the v;hole 
catasrophe of the tragedy should be brought about; 
it endears him to Romeo, and gives to the death of 
Mercutio an importance v/hich it could not otherwise 
have acquired. 
(Raysor, II, 133) 
On the character of Tybalt, Coleridge begins by saying 
that Shakespeare's characters are individuals as v;ell as class. 
There is no character in his plays (except Pistol) who can be 
called the mere portrait of an individual. "V/hile the reader 
feels all the satisfaction arising from individuality, yet rhat 
very individual is a sort of class character, and this 
circumstance renders Shakespeare the poet of all ages" (Raysor, 
II, 130). 
Tybalt is, in himself, a commonplace personage. He is a 
man abandoned to his passions -- with all the pride of family, 
"only because he thought it belonged to him as a member of that 
family, and valuing himself highly, simply because he does not 
care for death". His pride even in facing death is his rost 
important characteristic. This is a quality that makes hiti a 
symbol of the whole class. 
270 
From his character Coleridge goes on to generalise, 
"this indifference to death" is perhaps more common than any 
other feeling, "men are apt to flatter themselves 
extravagantly, merely because they possess a quality v/hich it 
is a disgrace not to have, but which a wise man never puts 
forward, but when it is necessary" (Raysor, II, 130). 
Capulet is a worthy noble-minded old man of high rank, 
v/ith all the impatience that is likely to accompany it. "It is 
delightful to see all the sensibilities of our nature so 
exquisitely called forth; as if the poet had the hundred arms 
of the Polypus, and had thrown them out in all directions to 
catch the predominant feeling" (Raysor, II, 130-31). Coleridge 
analyses Capulet's anger to show his dominant passion not in 
the abstract but pervading the whole being of a character. In 
Capulet, the "anger seizes hold of everything that comes in its 
way in order to express itself", as in the lines where he 
reproves Tybalt for his fierceness of behaviour; which led him 
to wish to insult a Montague, and disturb the merriment (I, ii) 
and then seeing the lights burn dimly, Capulet turns his anger 
against the servants. His anger is expressed in a variety of 
naturalistic ways. Even the small events and actions shov; his 
anger. Thus in him : 
No one passion is so predominant but that it 
includes all the parts of the character, and the 
reader never has a mere abstract of a passion,as of 
wrath or ambition, but the whole man is presented 
to him — the one predominant passion acting, if I 
may so say, as the leader of the band to the rest. 
There is no need here to reiterate what has already been 
discussed elsewhere : the attention in Coleridge's criticisn on 
Romeo and Juliet is focussed on Shakespeare's insight into the 
nature of love. His comments on the Nurse are sufficient to 
vindicate our stand about the true nature of Coleridce's 
character criticism. He was moving away from Aristotle to 
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evolve a kind of expressionistic theory of dramatic (and 
poetic) art. His character criticism should,, therefore, be 
viewed in this light. 
VI 
The character of Richard II, says Coleridge, is 
admirably carried out and developed throughout the play. The 
theme of Shakespeare's judgement as commensurate to his genius 
was always at the back of Coleridge's mind while analysing 
Shakespearian characters. He held the view that Shakespeare 
created his characters with conscious and excellent strokes of 
an accomplished artist. For example, one of the prominent 
traits of Richard's character i.e., his attention to decorum 
and high feelings of kingly dignity - never forgotten 
throughout the play - is displayed in the very beginning. These 
anticipations show with what judgement Shakespeare wrote, and 
"illustrate his care to connect the past and future, and unify 
them with the present by forecast and reminiscence" (Raysor, I, 
144) . 
Having impressed the dignified and kingly manners of 
Richard, Shakespeare leads the auditors to a full understanding 
of Richard's weakness. Till the end of the first act, Richard 
has appeared in all the beauty of royalty, though the 
selfishness of his character becomes apparent in Act I, scene 
iii, 188-90. A nev/ light is thrown in the last scene of Act I. 
As soon as he is left alone, the inherent weakness of his 
character is immediately shown. His weakness, however, as 
Coleridge puts it, is of a peculiar kind. It does not arise 
from want of personal courage or from any inborn 
constitutional defect of his faculties. The fact that he is not 
deficient in immediate courage can be shown at the time of his 
assassination. His cowardice is a result of his tendency of 
"leaning on the breast of others" for support and "of reclining 
272 
on those v/ho are all the while known to be inferiors" (Raysor, 
I, 149). He is thus shov/n (in Act II, So. ii, 1. 5-13) as a man 
with "a wantonness in feminine show, feminine friendism, 
intensely woman-like love of those immediately about him, 
mistaking the delight of being loved by him for a love for him" 
(Raysor, I, 153). From this "intellectual feminineness", 
Coleridge says, emanate all his vices, viz., his tendency to 
concealment and his cunning. 
Much psychological subtlety may be seen in this analysis 
of Richard's weakness. Richard, Coleridge says "is not meant to 
be debauchee" but we see in him that "sophistry which is common 
to man", by which we can deceive our own hearts, "and at one 
and the same time apologize for and yet commit the error". 
A strain of sympathy must be noted in Coleridge's 
attitude towards Richards, and the cause of this sympathy is 
probably self-identification. The other major character with 
whom self-identification takes place is Hamlet. Both are 
failures in life, both have a reflective habit of mind, and 
both are impractical. His sympathetic attitude is reflected 
more clearly when Coleridge says : 
Shakespeare has represented this character in a 
very peculiar manner. He has not made him amiable 
with counter-balancing faults; but has openly and 
broadly drawn those faults without reserve, 
relying on Richard's disproportionate sufferings 
and gradually emergent good qualities for our 
V sympathy; and this was possible because his faults 
are not positive vices, but spring entirely from 
defect of character. 
(Raysor, I, 149) 
Further resemblances and echo of Hamlet's character can 
be seen in Coleridge's remark that Richard wastes all the energy, 
mental or physical, in constant thinking. The energy which 
should be reserved for action is thus wasted in the "passion 
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and effort of resolve and menaces". "Constant overflov/ of 
feeling" and his incapability of controlling them leads to 
consequent exhaustion of his energy. All his energy of action 
is spent and nothing but despondency takes its place. His 
"seeking refuge in despair" is also characteristic of his 
inward v/eakness (Raysor, I, 155-6). In him we find great 
activity of mind without any strength of moral feeling to rouse 
him to action. Richard however, becomes "silent" in the end not 
because of "exhaustion". His habits of kingliness and the 
"effect of flatteries have from infancy produced a sort of 
wordy courage" in him that betrays his "inward impotence". This 
leads to "alternation of unmanly despair" and of "ungrounded 
hope and throughout the rapid transition from one feeling to 
its opposite", as in the rest of the scene (III, ii). 
In Act V, V, 81-85 can be found the exalted idea of the 
only true loyalty which is developed in "this noble and 
impressive play". We have neither the "rants" of Beaumont and 
Fletcher, nor the "sneers" of Massinger yet : 
the vast importance of the personal character of 
the sovereign is distinctly enounced, v/hilst, at 
the same time, the genuine sanctity which 
surrounds him is attributed to, and grounded on, 
the position in which he stands at the convergence 
and exponent of the life and pov;er of the state. 
(Raysor, I, 151-2) 
Shakespeare has thus contrived to bring the character of 
Richard with "all the prodigality and hard usage of his 
friends". He is still within the compass of our pity for we 
find him much beloved by those who knew him best. "The Queer, is 
passionately attached to him and his good Bishop (Carlisle) 
adheres to the last". Thus Coleridge says : 
He is not one of those whose punishment gives 
delight; his failings appear to arise from outvard 
objects, and from the poison of flatterers arcund 
him; we cannot, therefore, help pitying, and 
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v/ishing he had been placed in a rank where he 
would have been less exposed, and where he might 
have been happy and useful. 
(Raysor, II, 281) 
Coleridge does not accept Dr, Johnson's verdict in the Notes 
to his edition of Shakespeare when he says that Richard is 
insolent and presumptuous in prosperity but humane and pious in 
adversity (Raysor, II, 186-9). According to Coleridge, an 
utmost consistency of character can be perceived in Richard. 
"V7hat he was at first, he is at last, excepting as far as he 
yields to circumstances : what he shewed himself at the 
commencement of the-play, he shews himself at the end of it". 
Dr. Johnson assigns to him rather the virtue of a confessor 
than that of a king. It is true that he may be said to be 
overwhelmed by the earliest misfortune that befalls him, but so 
far from his feelings or disposition being changed or subdued, 
"the very first glimpse of the returning sunshine of hope 
reanimates his spirits". Thus Coleridge emphasizes that the 
character of Richard II is admirably executed, "the whole is 
joined with the utmost richness and copiousness of thought" and 
if an actor is capable of representing Richard II, he would 
delight us most of all Shakespearian characters, perhaps with 
the single exception of King Lear. "I know of no character 
drawn by our great poet with such unequalled skill as that of 
Richard II" (II, 188) . 
The next character "which presents itself" is that of 
Bolingbroke. The character contradicts Pope's line : 
"Shakespeare grew immortal in spite of himself". In hir. is 
defined the struggle of inward determination with outward show 
of humility. His first presentation "could only be compared to 
that of Marius by Plutarch exclaiming on the presentation of 
the consular robes : 'Do these befit a banished traitor? 
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concealing in pretended disgrace the implacable ambition that 
haunted him"vRaysor, II, 281). 
In his dauntless courage and ambition, he is the rival 
of Richard III. "The resemblance between the two is not very 
apparent still very intimate". However, this is the greatness 
of Shakespeare that he imparts distinctness and individuality 
to the two characters though they have more or less the same 
temperament. "The difference between the two is most admirably 
conceived and preserved". In Richard III, the ruling passion 
is his pride of intellect, without moral feeling (like lago and 
Falstaff) and ambition is the "channel in which the impulse 
directs itself" (Raysor, II, 188). The inferiority of his 
person makes him seek consolation in the superiority of his 
intellect. "He thus endeavoured to counterbalance his 
deficiency". In Bolingbrook too we find the same ambition. 
While in Richard III ambition is only the means to serve his 
ruling passion, pride, in Bolingbrook, on the other hand, 
ambition is the end, and for the gratification of ambition he 
employs his talents as means : "Ambition itself conjoined 
unquestionably with great talents, is the ruling impulse". In 
Richard III, all that surrounds him is only dear "as it feeds 
his sense of superiority. He is not a vulgar tyrant like Nero 
or Caligula. He has always some end in viev; and vast fertility 
of means to accomplish that end. In Bolingbroke, on the other 
hand, we find a man who has some personal grievance, "who in 
the outset has been sorely injured". Then we find him 
apparently encouraged by the grievances of his country and by 
the strange mismanagement in the government, "yet, at the same 
time scarcely daring to look at his own views, or to 
acknowledge them as designs". He comes home under the pretext 
of claiming his dukedom and "professes that to be his object 
almost to the last; but, at the last, he avows his purpose to 
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its full extent, of which he was himself unconscious in the 
earlier stages". In other words, though he was his ambition to 
satisfy yet in the beginning it remains disguised as his 
enthusiasm to remove the grievances of his own countrymen. It 
is only in the end that he realizes his unconscious purpose. 
Various events in the play are designed so as to reveal 
the character of Bolingbroke. For example, the scene of the 
quarrel between Mowbray and Bolingbroke (I, i, 150-51) seems to 
be introduced "for the purpose of showing by anticipation" the 
characters of Richard and Bolingbroke (Raysor, I, 147). 
Bolingbroke is a hypocrite who has a concealed ambition so 
there is observable "a decorus and courtly checking of his 
anger in subservience to a predetermined plan". He, therefore, 
remains calm even after receiving the sentence of banishment. 
This is in contrast to Mov;bray' s "unaffected lamentation". "In 
the one, all is ambitious hope of something yet to come; in the 
other, it is desolation and a looking backward to the heart! 
Even in later scenes, Bolingbroke's ambitious hope "not yet 
shaped into a definite plan" is beautifully contrasted with 
Mowbray's desolation (I, iii, 144-77). The fine struggle of the 
haughty sense of power and ambition with the necessity of 
dissimulation in Bolingbroke (III, iii, 31-36 and 61) may be 
contrasted with Richard's parade of resignation (III, iii, 
144-45) when v/e find him easing his heart, and consuming all 
that is manly in words "never anywhere seeking comfort in 
despair, but mistaking the moment of exhaustion for quiet" 
(Raysor, I, 156). Similarly the conversation between York and 
Bolingbroke (III, ii) when Bolingbroke is approaching the 
castle serves to reveal the latter's character. 
One point that must be noted, about Shakespeare's 
judgement in the character of Bolingbroke, says Coleridge, is 
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that in this character Shakespeare takes "the opportunity of 
sowing germ(s)", the full development of which appears at a 
future time (Raysor, II, 281). So Henry IV is prepared for in 
Bolingbroke. This is an example of how Shakespeare makes one 
play introductory to another. Another example can be found in 
Henry VI. All of Gloster's speeches are written by Shakespeare 
evidently with a viev? to develop later his favourite character, 
Richard III. 
The beautiful "keeping of the character of the play is 
conspicuous" in the Duke of York (Raysor, II, 280). The play 
throughout is a history of the human mind, when reduced to ease 
its anguish with words in stead of action, and the necessary 
feeling of weakness which such state produces" (II, 28). In 
keeping with this spirit, York is presented as old and full of 
religious loyalty, struggling with his indignation at the 
king's vices and follies. Similarly the "weakness of old age 
and the overwhelming of circumstances can be seen struggling 
with his sense of duty. This can be exhibited in the "boldness 
of his words and feebleness of acts". He is an example of a man 
giving up all his energy under a feeling of despair. 
He is a man of strong powers of mind, but of earnest 
wishes to do right. He is contented in himself that he has done 
well by telling Richard "the effects of his extravagances" and 
the dangers by which he is encompassed. But having done so he 
is satisfied. He does nothing but remains passive. Similarly 
when old Gaunt is dying York takes care to give his opinion to 
the king, but then he retires "into himself", without taking 
any concrete step. 
The contrast of his character v/ith Bolingbroke' s throv/s 
further light on York. He is with Bolingbroke when he 
approaches the castle in which the unfortunate king has taken 
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shelter. York rebukes Northumberland and Bolingbroke for their 
evil motives against the king. His influence over them, too, is 
strong. Coleridge quotes the v/hole conversation to show how 
Bolingbroke's tone of self-pride and strong condemnation for 
Richard is checked by the "silent reproofs" he receives from 
his uncle York. "He passes from insolence to humility". York, 
however, contented from this change in tone, does nothing for 
the sake of truth. Though he is loyal to the king but a passive 
looker-on. York makes effort to retrieve himself in abstract 
loyalty, even at the heavy price of the loss of his son. 
In the character of York "this species of accidental and 
adventitious weakness", is brought into parallel with Richard's 
continually increasing energy of thought, and as "constantly 
diminishing power of acting" (Raysor, I, 150), and thus it is 
Richard that "breaths a harmony and a relation" into all the 
characters of the play. 
One of the redeeming features of Coleridge's criticism 
is the absence of schematization and over-abstaction - the bane 
of much twentieth century criticism. One comes to note this 
aspect particularly while dealing with Coleridge's subtle 
distinctions between the characters of Richard and Bolingbroke 
or when confronted with the sketches that he outlines of the 
remaining cast of the play. The focus in Coleridge's criticism 
of Richard II seems to be on the artistic design that emerges 
out of the subtle shading of character. The theme in all this 
is the favourite one of Coleridge : Shakespeare's judgement is 
commensurate vi^ ith his genius. The emphasis on this theme 
results in the portrayal of the artist in Shakespeare, a far 
cry, indeed, from what our century, with its prejudiced eyes, 
has come to think of character criticism in general. In dealing 
with Richard II Coleridge ignores his own search for 
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philosophical meanings in Shakespeare. The fortunate result^as 
suggested above, is that, unlike modern critics such as 
Tillyard (Shakespeare's History Plays) Coleridge does not 
schematize the play. 
VII 
According to Coleridge's theory, though Shakespearian 
characters are ideal beings as they are the product of his 
meditation, distinctions can be made even among them. In one 
group, we can place characters in which the ideal is more 
prominent : "we are made more conscious of the ideal, though in 
truth they possess no more nor less ideality" (Raysor, II, 
168). In the second group can be included those v/ho are equally 
idealised yet they give the "delusion of reality". The 
characters in various plays may be separated into those vrhere 
the real is disguised in the real, and those where the ideal is 
concealed from us by the real. "The difference is made by the 
different powers of mind employed by the poet in the 
representation". 
The Tempest is one of those plays in which the ideal is 
predominant. The characters in the play follow organic unity. 
Here Shakespeare shows "the life and principle of each being 
with organic regularity". This is clear in the first scene of 
the play where the Boatswain "gives a loose to his feelings" 
and "pours forth his vulgar mind to the old counsellor" when 
the "bonds of reverence" are thrown off as a sense of danger 
impresses all -- "Hence! what care these roarers for the name 
of king? To Cabin; silence! trouble us not" (Raysor, II, 170). 
In these lines and in the further conversation between the 
Boatswain and Gonzalo, we see the true sailor with his 
"contempt of danger" and the old counsellor with his high 
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feelings, who instead of noticing the words addressed to him, 
"turns off, meditating with himself, and drawing some comfort 
to his own mind, by trifling with the ill expression of the 
Boatswain's face, founding upon it a hope of safety". 
Coleridge says that an ordinary dramatist would, after 
the speech of the Boatswain, have shown Gonzalo moralizing, or 
saying something connected with the Boatswain's language. "For 
ordinary dramatists are not men of genius, they combine their 
ideas by association or by logical affinity". But "the vital 
writer" like Shakespeare represents men "on the stage as they 
are in nature". The soliloquizing of Gonzalo after the 
Boatswain's provocative remark proves that Shakespeare 
"transports himself into the very being of each personage, and, 
instead of cutting out artificial puppets, he brings before us 
the men themselves" (Raysor, II, 171). 
Shakespeare is a "mighty wizard" and has the capability 
to introduce female characters" in all [their] charm, as if he 
was "conscious that he first had represented womanhood as a 
dramatist". Coleridge refers to the common opinion, held before 
his age, that Beaumont and Fletcher were the only dramatists 
who could faithfully portray female characters. The view, 
however, is "happily abandoned" now. The truth as Coleridge 
points out is the female characters in the plays of Beaumont 
and Fletcher are, "when of the light kind, not decent; when 
heroic, complete viragos" (Raysor, I, 133). But in Shakespeare, 
"all the elements of womanhood are holy". 
In spite of the fact that all his women characters share 
the same virtue, there is something very peculiar about each 
character, whether in Miranda the maiden, in Imogen the wife, 
or in Katherine the queen. This "distinct individuality" yet 
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"variety" results from the fact that he never describes a 
character away from its situation (Raysor, I, 134). He 
"combines two things -- the person and the circumstances acting 
upon the person". Thus while displaying his vast excellence, 
Shakespeare never fails "to insert some touch or another" which 
-makes it particularly characteristic of such person (Raysor, 
172). Thus Miranda's doubts about the violence and fury of the 
storm, "such as it might appear to a witness on the land", can 
be made by Miranda only. Her doubts "could have occured to no 
mind but to that of Miranda", who had been bred up in the 
island with her father and a monster only. She did not know 
what sort of creatures weretSiere in a ship. "Others never would 
have introduced it as a conjecture". Thus of Miranda, Coleridge 
says that "she possesses in herself all the ideal beauties that 
could be imagined by any poet of any age or country" 
(Raysor, II, 180-81). 
Coleridge's view that Shakespeare's women are ideal and 
not real does not agree with the generally-held modern view. 
For, according to most modern readers, all Shakespearian 
heroines are knowledgeable beings. Here we find a 
romanticization of Shakespeare's women. There is a 
sentimentalizing strain in Coleridge's criticism here. In this 
sense, Coleridge is the progenitor of the Victorian 
sensibility. 
As against neo-classical critics who emphasized the 
supremacy of Shakespeare's genius, Coleridge insists that 
Shakespeare was a conscious artist who has created his 
characters artistically, and the plot is so designed as to suit 
the v;hole. Thus, "the storm and all that preceds the tale, as 
well as the tale itself", serves to develop the main character 
of the play and to reveal the design of Prospero. The manner in 
which the heroine is charmed asleep and the events afterwards 
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gradually lead us to expect the "appearance and disclosure of a 
being of the most fanciful and delicate texture". All the 
events are so planned as to lead to the entry of one of the 
most wondrous creature which goes "beyond our ordinary belief". 
The "entrance of Ariel, if not absolutely forethought by the 
reader, was foreshown by the writer" (Raysor, II, 175). 
Shakespeare's genius as v/ell as judgement is most 
remarkably shown in his portrayal of two characters : Ariel and 
Caliban. To accept the existence of such creatures, Coleridge 
says, "something what is called poetic faith is required and 
created". We cannot accept them if we try to apply our 
established notions of philosophy or try to judge them 
according to the historic faith. 
Ariel is sho\m by Shakespeare as a spirit, "not as an 
angel, above man; not a gnome, or a fiend below man". Ariel has 
in everything the airy tint which gives it this name. He is 
neither born of heaven, nor of earth, but as it v/ere, between 
both "like a May blossom kept suspended in air by farming 
breeze which prevents it from falling to the ground, and only 
finally and by compulsion, touching earth". He is all air, 
unlike Caliban who is all earth. "In air he lives, from air he 
derives his being, in air he acts; and all his colours and 
properties seem to have been obtained from the rainbow and the 
skies" (Raysor, II, 176-7). There is nothing about Ariel that 
cannot be conceived to exist "either at sunrise or at sunset", 
hence all that belongs to Ariel "belongs to the delight the 
mind is capable of receiving from the most lovely external 
appearances". 
Ariel is never directly brought into contrast with 
Miranda lest the supernatural of one and the natural of the 
otherneutralize each other (Raysor, II, 134). Ariel possesses 
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all the intellectual faculties without any trace of morality. 
"Shakespeare divests him of all moral character, not 
positively, it is true, but negatively" (Raysor, II, 176). 
Shakespeare has placed him under a kindly power and to good 
ends. The reluctance of sylph to be under the command even of 
Prospero is kept up throughout the ^^ ?hole play. After his first 
speech in which he describes the manner in which he raised the 
storm and produced the harmless consequences, V7e find him 
discontented. He is free from cruel confinement yet he is bound 
to obey the commands of Prospero. For even such a confinement 
is unnatural for an airy being eager for simple and eternal 
liberty. 
Another example of admirable judgement and excellent 
preparation is shown in the way in which Caliban appears. 
Before his appearance, he is described in such a manner by 
Prospero as to lead us to expect the appearance of "a foul, 
unnatural monster". Coleridge's remark here shov/s that he is 
analysing The Tempest not as a closet play but has in mind all 
the conditions necessary for its successful presentation in the 
theatre. Coleridge says that it is our nature that we do not 
receive so much disgust from sound as from sight. Since Caliban 
is "too offensive to be seen first in all his deformity he is 
not seen at once but his voice is heard and this is the 
preparation" -- a preparation for the audience to receive a 
m.onster-like creature. Even after his voice is heard, he does 
not enter until Ariel enters "like a water-nympth". The entry 
of a supernatural creature lessens the effect of a sub-human 
one : 
All the strength of contrast is thus acquired 
without any of the shock of abruptness, or of that 
unpleasant sensation, which we experience when the. 
object presented is in any way hateful to our 
vision. 
(Raysor, II, 177) 
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The character of Caliban is wonderfully conceived, vrnile 
Ariel is a creature of air, Caliban is that of earth. He is 
"all earth, all condensed and gross in feelings and images". He 
partakes the qualities of a brute but is different from it in a 
sense. Like a brute, he does not show any trace of rroral 
feeling. However, he does not possess absolute animal 
instincts. The dramatist has raised him above contempt, since, 
like a man, he is endowed with imagination (Raysor, I, 134; II, 
178). His images are all earth, all drawn from nature, unlike 
those of Ariel which are drawn from air. "Caliban's images fit 
in v/ith the images of Ariel" : 
Caliban talks of the difficulty of finding fresh 
water, of the situation of morasses, of orher 
circumstances, which even brute instinct v;ithout 
reason could comprehend. 
(Raysor, II, 178) 
He is beyond animal passion as he does not employ any 
"mean figure" in his images. 
Coleridge's method of analysing a character in terms of 
the imagery he uses shows that he is not unconscious of the 
functional role of figurative language in drama. However, he 
does not isolate imagery or any other part of the play from the 
whole but one is used to highlight the importance of the orher 
and vice-versa. This inter-relation and interdependence of 
different parts to convey the meaning of the whole is an 
example of Coleridge's fine critical sense. 
In his comments on Ariel and Caliban, Coleridge ccmes 
very close to interpreting them allegorically or quasi-
allegorically.We are not sure what exact allegorical significance 
Coleridge gives to these characters. Does Ariel represent the 
delightful aspects of nature, the aspects that man may comrand 
to his own advantage? The resonance and sugggestiveness in the 
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language of The Tempest and the contrast between the tv/o 
characters have tempted critics to interpret the play 
allegorically. Coleridge may have been guided here by his own 
experience as a poet for in his poem Kubla Khan too, there is 
an unconscious allegory. It is to be noted here that Coleridge 
is different from the neo-classical critics who considered 
these creatures good pieces of poet's imagination but made no 
attempt to interpret them allegorically or poetically. 
While describing the conspiracy against the life of 
Alzono, Coleridge also points out the characteristics of a 
Shakespearian villain and these can be applied to Antonio and 
Sebastian. A bad man develops a tendency to indulge in scorn 
and contemptuous expressions as a mode of getting rid of his 
own uneasy feelings of inferiority to the good. He develops 
another tendency of ridiculing good, "of rendering the 
transition of others to wickedness easy" (Raysor, I, 135). He 
scoffs at and scorns others without any regard to age and 
position in order to gratify his vanity and self-love. 
On the whole, in his analysis of the chief characters in 
The Tempest, Coleridge adopts less of a psychological and more 
of a poetic approach. His character criticism is directed here, 
as elsewhere, towards an unravelling of the total design of the 
play. In his brief critique of the play we may discover the 
seeds of the symbolic and allegorical interpretations of modern 
critics like Wilson Knight. 
VIII 
Since Coleridge regarded Love's Labour's Lost as 
Shakespeare's first work, he found little "character" in it. 
There are only some "faint sketches" of some of his "vigorous 
portraits" of later plays (Raysor, II, 355). The dramatis 
personae were only the "embryos" or the germs of character 
afterwards more fully developed (Raysor, I, 92; II, 108). For 
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example, the characters of Biron and Rosaline are evidently the 
"pre existent" state of his Beatrice and Benedict in Much Ado 
About Nothing; his Costard is the groundv/ork of his Tapster in 
Measure for Measure; and Dull is a first sketch of Dogberry in 
Much Ado About Nothing (Raysor/ II, 108). The old man Boyet 
came forward afterwards in Lafeu in All's Well That Ends V7ells 
v/hile in Holofernes is contained the sketch of Polonius. These 
characters are his "first rough draft" which he afterv/ards 
finished in other plays (II, 314). They are merely such as a 
young man of genius might have made out of himself. The 
characters are either "impersonated out of his multiformity, by 
imaginative self-position, or of such as a country town and a 
school boy's observation might supply" (Raysor, I, 92). 
IX 
Interestingly in his comment on Brutus in Julius Caesar, 
Coleridge problem.atises the character just as the innocent 
comments of Sir Thomas Hanmer in 1736 had focussed attention, 
for the first time, on Hamlet's delay and had thus 
problematised it. Coleridge quotes the soliloquy of Brutus : 
Brutus : It must be by his death : and for my part,/1 know 
no personal cause to spurn at him,/But for the 
general. He would be crown' d : /How that might 
change his nature, there's the question. 
(II, i, 10-13) 
And his instant remark on this soliloquy is : "this is 
singular". Coleridge fails to find out any motive or rationale 
in Brutus' words (Raysor, I, 16). Coleridge gives Shakespeare 
the benefit of the doubt, as he always does whenever he fails 
to understand the meaning of any part of Shakespeare's 
character. He, therefore, says that since Brutus' character is 
not fixed but continuously evolving and growing, some motive 
can be traced afterwards. He wonders whether Brutus is here 
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motivated by patriotism only as is often attributed by 
tradition or history, or is it his ambition : 
...surely nothing can seem more discordant with our 
historical preconceptions of Brutus, or more 
lowering to the intellect of this Stoico-Platonic 
tyrannicide, than the tenets here attributed to 
him, to him, the Stern Roman republican; viz. that 
he would have no objection to a king, or to 
Caesar, a monarch in Rome, V70uld Ceasar be as good 
a monarch as he now seems disposed to be. 
(Raysor, I, 16) 
Coleridge expresses his doubts when he says : 
How could Brutus say he finds no personal cause; 
i.e., none in Caesar's past conduct as a man? Had 
he not passed the Rubicon? Entered Rome as a 
conquerer? Placed his Gauls in the Senate? 
(Raysor, I, 16) 
He ponders over the question why Shakespeare has not 
brought these things forward, "this is just the ground of my 
perplexity". 
Thus Coleridge points out an element of uncertainty in 
Shakespeare's portrayal of Brutus' character. In modern 
criticism, Brutus is presented as an ambiguous character and 
like Hamlet, he too is regarded as a failed idealist. 
Coleridge is the first to point out this ambiguity in Brutus. 
We may refer to Coleridge's brief analysis of the nature 
of Cleopatra's passion. He thinks that the art displayed in 
the character of Cleopatra is profound in this : 
...especially, that the sense of criminality in 
her passion is lessened by our insight into its 
depth and energy, at the very moment that we 
cannot but perceive that the passion itself 
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springs out of the habitual craving of a 
licentious nature, and that it is supported and 
reinforced by voluntary stimulus and sought for 
associations, instead of blossoming out of 
spontaneous emotion. 
(Raysor, I, 86) 
This view of Cleopatra's passion is probably the earliest of 
its kind in that it moves away from the narrow confines of the 
traditional-moralistic evaluation of her character. 
XI 
There are a few more brief character analyses in 
Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare -- Oliver in As Your Like 
It and Thersites in Troilus and Cressida, for example — but it 
would be better now to sum up our discussion of Coleridge's 
character criticism and note its most outstanding features. We 
v/ill also see to what extent our foregoing commentary supports 
our main contention in this work that Coleridge's character 
criticism in fact proceeds from his view of organicist and 
philosophical nature of Shakespeare's plays and not from an 
exclusive concern with psychology. Contrary to the common 
belief, Coleridge never emphasizes the merely psychological 
aspects of Shakespeare's characters. Psychology in his 
criticism is alv/ays subservient to his concern for the total 
artistic design of the play. We may also say that though the 
subtlety of Coleridge's character analyses is remarkable, he 
is not basically concerned to point out merely the subtleties 
and complexities of Shakespeare's art of characterisation. 
Coleridge cannot be charged with the attempt to "psychologize" 
Shakespeare's characters without regard to their fictional 
nature. We may go to the extent of saying that to call 
Coleridge as a psychological critic or as the progenitor of 
v/hat has been called "character chasing" is not true at all. 
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We may call him the philosophical critic per se. He is the 
real initiator of the twentieth century concern with the themes 
of the plays. Had Coleridge been gifted with a little more 
of organising power, v/e would have got from him the first 
study of what may be called Shakespeare's vision of life. 
CHAPTER - VII 
CONCLUSION 
It is evident from the foregoing discussion that 
Coleridge's contribution to Shakespearian criticism is of 
radical importance. Coleridge imparted a nev/ direction to 
English Shakespearian criticism so as to enable it to move on 
to unchartered paths. He brought a new perspective to bear on 
Shakespeare's works. His criticism of Shakespeare's characters 
can be accepted as fundamental to our understanding of the 
underlying patterns in Shakespeare's plays. In order to 
understand its relevance both in absolute and relative terms, 
it is necessary to approach it in the context of the work of 
his predecessors and contemporaries. For only in such a context 
can we realize how inadequate the assumptions underlying the 
critical approach of the preceding age had been. 
Coleridge's criticism is valuable not only for the 
particular perceptions but also because it constantly refers to 
certain general principles or organising insights. His 
philosophical probings put an end to eighteenth century 
rationalist-empiricist interpretation of Shakespeare's plays 
based on the neo-classical theoretical framework. It is 
difficult to accept Rene Wellek's opinion : 
Coleridge disconcertingly wavers between a 
psychological and an epistemological foundation for 
such an analysis. It is the same basic uncertainty 
we shall find elsewhere, the same conflict between 
the tradition of empirical psychology and the 
dialectics of the German idealists.-^ 
As a matter of fact, Coleridge's criticism of 
Shakespeare is based on philosophical foundations that mark a 
"'"Rene Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism, 1750-1950 (London, 
1955), Vol. II, The Romantic Age, p. 158. 
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complete departure from the Cartesian epistemology which had 
left little room for the mind to act creatively and from the 
Hobbesian psychology that had rendered imagination or fancy a 
prisoner of what Kant called the Sensuous Manifold. Moreover, 
in his assertion of the freedom of mind, Coleridge (and 
Wordsworth, too) had already discovered on his own the 
possibilities inherent in "Neo-platonic philosophy, and 
therefore he was not entirely indebted to Kant and other German 
idealists. 
Coleridge's criticism opens up possibilities of much 
detailed comparative and developmental study of Shakespeare's 
plays for the twentieth century. In fact, much modern criticism 
of Shakespeare, in one way or the other, derives its 
penetrative power from the intuitive insights of Coleridge, 
coupled with his philosophical speculations. His criticism 
becomes all the more important since the variety of critical 
schools, concepts and methodologies has given birth to a number 
of critical approaches ranging from the psychological to the 
symbolic, from the thematic to the imagistic, from the 
historical to the poetic, all in some direct or indirect manner 
deriving from Coleridge. In spite of the complexity of the 
scenario, Coleridge's criticism of Shakespeare helps us to 
resolve certain basic issues involved in the study of the 
plays. 
In our age of varied approaches to Shakespeare, Coleridge 
is often criticized — sometimes directly but more frequently 
in terms of a critique of A.C. Bradley. The early twentieth 
century emphasis upon the nature and function of imagery was a 
result of the approach that a work of dramatic art should be 
studied in terms of its texture. All the considerations that 
are not immediately intrinsic to it must be ignored. This 
approach to Shakespeare's work (ie., via its imagery) was at 
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one stage regarded as entirely novel and revolutionary. 
. . 2 
Critics like Caroline Spurgeon, Wilson Knight, Derek Traversi 
and L.C, Knights were regarded as having completely supplanted 
Bradley's psychological study of character, and hence by 
implication Coleridge too, since he was considered to be the 
founder of the psychological approach. Apart from the fact that 
the sole emphasis upon imagery has its own limitations and 
cannot be regarded as the be-all and end-all of criticism, it 
was little realized that Coleridge was the forerunner, if not 
the actual founder, of this particular kind of study. 
Throughout his lectures, the study of imagery, puns and the 
verbal texture of plays (along with what may be called the 
atmospherics of the plays, their "world", so to say) receives 
ample attention. (Incidentally, even Bradley pays attention to 
imagery. Vide Shakespearean Tracgedy, pp. 336-7). 
Coleridge is also criticized for his ignorance of 
Elizabethan psychology and philosophy. Although it is true that 
Coleridge's historical knowledge was limited, he was not at all 
unaware of the relevance of the historical view-point while 
studying Shakespeare. In fact, he was amongst the first to have 
realized the need for a historical study of Shakespeare's 
plays. The approach as such could, however, be developed only 
in the twentieth century owing to greater historical study in 
our times. He saw that the form of Shakespeare' s plays is 
largely and in the ultimate analysis, determined by the 
historical context and that to understand the neaning of 
2 
Caroline Spurgeon, Shakespeare Imagery and What It Tells Us 
(Cambridge, 1935); G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire 
(London, 1930); Derek Traversi, An Approach to Shakespeare 
(3rd ed. in two Vols., 1968); L.C. Knights, Explorations 
(London, 1946); A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London, 
1904) . 
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Shakespeare's plays is to study the circumstances in which they 
were created. As we have already seen, his defence of 
Shakespeare's judgement with reference to the unities, his 
vindication of Shakespeare against the charge of immorality are 
all sufficient testimony to his awareness of the need for 
studying Shakespeare's plays in the context of their historical 
conditions. All the more important, he intuitively anticipated, 
and in a way tried to resolve, the twentieth century 
controversy between, on the one hand, the historical school of 
critics who say that the rootedness of a work of art in its 
ethos should be the main object of attention; and the formalist 
critics, on the other, who believe that only those structural 
and textual features of a work of art which are independent of 
the environing circumstances are worthy of attention. Coleridge 
seems to have resolved the controversy when in one of his 
lecture notes, he points out the paradoxical nature of a work 
of art, its union of opposites : 
Poetry in its essence [is] a universal spirit, but 
which in incorporating itself adapts and takes up 
the surrounding materials and adapts itself to 
existing circumstances what it cloaks itself in, it 
glorifies, like a plant dependent on soil for many 
things, yet still retaining its original form. 
Essentials, therefore, and accidents are the two 
grounds of judgement.3 
According to Coleridge, universality is important but 
locatedness of a work of art, i.e., its circumscribing aspects 
cannot be overlooked. Poetry should be studied in relation to 
its historical context but attention should also be paid to 
form and texture, since art is rooted in history but at the 
same time transcends it. 
Coleridge was, perhaps, too well aware of the fact that 
the study of these elements is not an end in itself. His 
^Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism, ed. T.M. Raysor (London, 
1930), vol. I, p. 230. 
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concern was, therefore, with the totality of Shakespeare's 
plays or with the meaning that a particular Shakespearian play 
unfolds. Coleridge realized the integrity of Shakespeare's 
vision which cannot be expressed by fragmentary or partial 
approaches. Their integrity and depth can only be realized ij. 
we understand the basic patterns inherent in the plays. In his 
search for meaning, therefore, Coleridge transcended not only 
character approach but analysis of other elements as well. 
Thus, the tendency of the twentieth century critics to 
consider themselves as writing in reaction to the Coleridgean 
tradition, is not fair. In stead of reaction, we may prefer to 
call it a gradual process of evolution and growth. Many critics 
who have moulded and shaped the direction of twentieth century 
Shakespearian criticism owe much to Coleridge. His interest in 
Shakespeare as a poet of comprehensive philosophic vision was 
carried on in the twentieth century too. The critics have 
realized Shakespeare's ability to translate his philosophic 
vision into dramatic terms. The problem has been approached by 
different critics in various ways. 
4 . 
Apart from Gervmus m the nineteenth century Germany 
who imitated Coleridge in his concern with the philosophical 
52 
implications of Shakespeare's plays, Bradley too, followed 
the path of Coleridge in some essential ways. In his lectures, 
Bradley attempted to define the moral world as conceived by 
Shakespeare. Although at places he studied Shakespeare's plays 
through character analysis taking them out of their context and 
asking questions about them which were not intended to be 
raised by the dramatist, yet, like Coleridge, he also conceived 
Gervinus, Shakespeare Commentaries (London, 1863). 
5 
Bradley, op. cit. 
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Shakespeare as a philosophical poet. R.G. Moulten applies 
Coleridge's principle of the organic unity of a work of art and 
approaches each play independently so as to judge it as a 
unique work of art in terms of its meaning. His primary 
interest was in the story in which he found Shakespeare's 
moral themes to be implicit. 
Coleridge's influence can be traced in critics like G. 
7 
Wilson Knight whose mam concern was with symbols and images. 
He analysed Shakespeare's plays in terms mainly of their 
Christian symbolism. Like Coleridge, Knight too was interested 
in Shakespeare as a poet of comprehensive philosophic vision. In 
the Introduction to The Wheel of Fire, he isolates two aspects 
of drama, viz., spatial and temporal. According to Knight, the 
temporal aspects like plot and character are important, but 
primary to our understanding of Shakespeare is the spatial 
element by which Knight means the status of a piece of dramatic 
art as an expanded metaphor. It also includes the total 
impression or mood created by a play. This impression of 
totality cannot be realized by those critics who are 
interested in temporal aspects alone. According to Knight, it 
is the poetry of Shakespeare's plays which includes within it 
all other elements of drama and gives an impression of 
totality. Thus, like Coleridge, Knight looks for a pattern 
around which each play can be organized and tries to find out 
the unifying themes of Shakespeare's plays. He also shares 
Coleridge's assumption about the unity of a work of art and the 
importance of the analysis of meaning for its understanding. 
L.C. Knights has reacted strongly against the historical 
critics and emphasizes the point that historical circumstances 
R.G. Moulten, Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist (Oxford, 1885). 
7 
G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire, op. cit. 
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cannot overshadow and undermine the importance of universal 
o 
elements in a work of art. Although he advocates the use of a 
method of close textual analysis, yet he considers 
Shakespeare's plays as embodiment of an evolving view of life. 
Knights's main concern is with the moral themes in 
Shakespeare's works, the recurring pattern of involvement with 
experience. His favourite terms, "maturity", "openness to life 
and experience", "approximation to basic rhythms of existence", 
etc. remind us of similar concerns in Coleridge's criticism of 
Shakespeare. Knights's perception of Hamlet's "clouded vision", 
for example, makes us recall Coleridge's suggestion that we are 
not to identify ourselves wholly with Hamlet and that Claudius 
is not always to be viewed through Hamlet's eyes. 
Similarly Heilman, who is basically concerned with 
9 imagistic verbal patterns, tries to determine the moral themes 
which give unity to Shakespeare's plays. The set of paradoxes 
in King Lear, for instance, leads to a unity of vision which in 
its ethical and moral concerns is essentially Coleridgean. 
John Vyvyan considers Shakespeare's plays as allegories 
of Platonic philosophy. Though Vyvyan's schematised 
interpretations of the plays sound forced and unconvincing, the 
idea that Shakespeare creates parallels with Platonic 
philosophy would certainly have struck a sympathetic chord in 
Q 
L.C. Knights, Explorations (London, 1946); Some Shakespearean 
Themes (London, 1959) . 
9 
R.B. Heilman, This Great Stage : Image and Structure in 'King 
Lear' (Baton Rouge, La., 1948); Magic in the Web ; Action and 
Language in 'Othello' (Lexington, Ky., 1956). 
John Vyvyan, The Shakespearean Ethic (London, 1959); 
Shakespeare and the Rose of Love (London, 1960); Shakespeare 
and Platonic Beauty (London, 1961). 
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Coleridge's mind in view of the fact that the latter too chose 
to describe Shakespeare's vision of love in Romeo and Juliet in 
Platonic terms. 
We may conclude by saying that some of the most important 
tendencies in the post-Coleridgean criticism of Shakespeare --
the nineteenth century German concern with central ideas 
(Gervinus), Bradley's psychological and philosophical 
approaches, the older kind of historicism in the 'thirties of 
the present century (Tillyard, Craig) and the poetic-symbolic-
imagistic school of the same years (Wilson Knight and the 
Scrutiny critics) -- all ultimately and in varying degrees go 
back to the Shakespearian criticism of S.T. Coleridge and have 
their roots in the poetics of which he was the progenitor. 
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